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Foreword

	 

	It was a beautiful August Saturday in Stockheim. Fluffy clouds drifted lazily across a perfect blue sky and a gentle breeze staved off what remained of the late summer heat. The humidity was low, rendering the view from Schloss Stocksberg wholly unobstructed and utterly magnificent. No matter which direction one looked from the fortified German walls, eyes fell upon beauty. Rolling hills, orderly rows of vineyards, and a smattering of fields dotted the horizon in a mosaic of greens and yellows. Even another castle could be seen as well as a monastery, perched atop the two highest hills, forming a triangle of feudal structures that had watched over the region for centuries. 

	The castle, nearly 800 years old, had seen its share of conflict. The ancient walls were witness to the German Peasants’ War, the Thirty Years’ War, the War of the Palatinate Succession, the Second Coalition War, and of course the Second World War, where it served as a base for the Reich Labor Service. In modern times, the castle serves as a home for a real estate business and arguably the most spectacular venue ever for an Ultima event. Inside, several patrons from many different countries engaged in rabblery for the first ever VirtueCon, a tastefully sized European gathering to celebrate all things Ultima and Origin Systems. I was there that magnificent weekend in 2019 and it is there that my involvement with this book begins.

	Deep within the ornate walls, we gathered, laughing merrily while passing bottles of refreshing German pils and wine procured from the local vineyards. By this time, everyone present had received their copy of the first half of Through the Moongate and were eagerly looking forward to part two. The excitement was tangible as we discussed the upcoming Kickstarter for the second half. Enrico Ricciardi teased the cover image for the next installment as the rest of us cheerfully threw out ideas for stretch goals and rewards to ensure the success of the upcoming crowdfunding campaign.  

	Possibly due to the weight of history all around us (or the silliness fueled by the seemingly endless libations), we joked that we were a secret cabal of Ultima geeks having a clandestine meeting to decide the fate of projects in the community. Of course, everyone present, including our generous host Dominik Reichardt, the esteemed Sir Cabirus himself, Daniel D’Agostino of Dino’s Ultima Page fame, and many more, would never wish for any Ultima related project to fail. Quite the contrary, our brains were in high gear thinking of every possible additional perk or trinket that might help the project. However, it soon became time to address the elephant in the room: the English text, translated from Italian, could benefit from a competent native English speaking editor. 

	I immediately offered to help in any way that I could, but at that point, it hadn’t occurred to me that I could competently play the role of copyeditor as I’d never done it professionally. Quickly, however, we realized that while I may not have formal experience as an editor, I did possess a minor in English and had proofread or otherwise revised dozens if not hundreds of papers and written works in my lifetime. I also worked with Richard Garriott directly at Portalarium and through my events at The Hearth of Britannia and had an intimate knowledge of Ultima as endorsed by Lord British himself on page 89 of his memoir where he refers to me (under my former name) as “the ultimate Ultima fan.” It occured to me that not only was I qualified for this project, I may be among the most uniquely qualified.

	From there, Enrico facilitated an introduction and I offered my services to the project, which included copyediting, digital graphics, community management, and calligraphy for the certificates. After a quick negotiation, I was added to the project. Andrea had already assembled a fabulous team, comprising the previously mentioned Enrico Ricciardi and Dominik Reichardt as well as Kenneth Kully of the Ultima Codex and the Byte Sized Virtue podcast and Richard Pickles, responsible both for Pix’s Origin Adventures and the porting of Akalabeth to the Vectrex. This fantastic team made my job tremendously easier. The level of nitckpickery revealed in Dominik and Richard’s document comments were exactly what every book needs and I’m tremendously grateful for their presence. While there’s a chance I could have done this by myself, I certainly wouldn’t have wanted to. Andrea, of course, knew that he couldn’t walk the path by himself and perhaps, that may be where the author’s greatest strength lies.

	In Ultima VI, the player is tasked with once again gathering all of the Runes of Virtue and learning the mantras. When that quest brings the player to the pastoral shores of New Magincia, Lord Antonio issues a challenge to identify the most humble person on the island in exchange for the stone plate bearing the shepherd’s crook. Of course, the answer to the mayor’s question was none other than Conor, the fisherman who had given up the gallant life of leading the esteemed Order of the Silver Serpent in favor of a much more mundane one of service and simplicity. Were the author of this book to have taken up residence in the modest village, however, his name surely would have been the answer sought by Lord Antonio.

	Andrea has dozens, if not hundreds, of hours of interview content and an untold number of pages of dialog with ex-Originites that he tirelessly waded through to bring us as close as possible to the unbiased truth of the history of our favorite games and software company. This expansive two-volume work is no mere “essay,” as our humble author modestly calls his exhaustive work. No, it is a work of passion, dedication, and hard work that both reveals things we never knew and gives us insights into those which we already did. Only a true champion of the Virtue of Humility could walk such a tightrope between conflicting opinions, free from bias, to focus purely on the history as best as it can be told. Andrea does just that.

	As Richard Garriott himself said when referring to the first HoBLotH, an Ultima LARP event by The Hearth of Britannia, “It is a milestone in our mutual histories.” This book is another massively important milestone of the beautiful legacy started by Richard Garriott on his Apple II so many years ago.

	It’s a tremendous honor to be able to lend my voice to the English version. Though every step of the way was enjoyable, it is a privilege and responsibility that I did not take likely and every single sentence received my careful attention. In the past year, I learned a tremendous amount, not just about writing, but also about myself and depth of character. I will forever remain grateful for the opportunity to have been part of such an important project and I wouldn’t trade this experience for anything. 

	I hope the words within these pages, symbolizing the combined efforts of our esteemed author and the entire team, find you tremendously well. But for now, I believe I hear the familiar and exciting hum of magical energy radiating from an ethereal portal. So let us enter it together and travel, once again, Through the Moongate!

	 

	 

	 

	Walk in Virtue,
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	Edward Vitralis / Rustic Dragon ONBE

	Proprietor

	The Hearth of Britannia

	 


The Age of Armageddon

	Eclipse

	 

	“One of the key innovations of [Wing Commander] was Chris' high-performance sprite blitting code. This was what made the pseudo-3D space combat work, but it was the same code that also ran the animated cutscenes. These scenes were the part of the game reviewers noted most, and we knew we had hit technology on our hands.”

	 

	Siobhan Beeman

	 

	 “I love story and narrative and I think you can use that story and narrative to tie your action together and that will give your action meaning and context in a game. That was my idea and that was what really drove what I was doing with Wing Commander.”

	 

	Chris Roberts, The Forgotten Interview with Chris Roberts, di Paul Dean

	 

	“With the advent of Sound Blaster, PC game companies became very aggressive about adding audio to their games. Origin Systems, a company with a well-earned reputation for making technically superior games that would only run on the latest and most powerful personal computers, published a game called Wing Commander that began with a virtual conductor directing a symphony.”

	 

	Kent L. Steven, The Ultimate History of Video Games

	 

	After Times of Lore, Chris Roberts set out to work on its sequel. Origin Systems’ excitement at the prospect of having two RPGs in production at the same time wasn’t high, however, as we’ll see later. They feared that the market wouldn’t be able to absorb more than one headlining product in each genre per year. This policy had already discouraged other programmers, such as Dr. Cat and John Miles. The duo toyed with the idea of exhuming a game John started in college that had impressed Dave Albert enough to earn him a place at Origin. Nevertheless, this didn’t stop Roberts from pursuing his sequel.

	To develop the storyline of Times of Lore 2, Roberts sought out a professional writer. Thanks to the previous work experience of some of Origin's freelancers, he found Jeff George. Jeff had also been a member of the Society for Creative Anachronism (SCA) and met Richard Garriott several years earlier at one of the events. However, Jeff’s entry into Origin Systems was due to the fact that he had served as the assistant managing editor at Steve Jackson Games, where he not only had the opportunity to stand out for his skills but got to know industry giants Siobhan Beeman (then known as Stephen), Denis Loubet, and the late Aaron Allston. "Either Denis Loubet or Aaron Allston, or perhaps both,” George recalls, “gave my name to Chris Roberts when he needed a designer to work on Times of Lore 2."

	George joined Roberts' project, which was produced by Warren Spector, as a freelancer. Unfortunately, Origin halted Times of Lore 2, forcing Roberts and George to reconsider the project. They chose to convert the setting from fantasy to post-apocalyptic sci-fi and propose what would later become Bad Blood. All was not lost, however.

	Roberts had long nurtured the idea of building a space combat simulator, but he believed that the project was infeasible due to the lack of computing power of personal computers and thus he’d set it aside. Serendipitously, Intel began marketing the mathematical coprocessor 387 around this time. This new coprocessor gave the extra power that could make the difference to Roberts’ shelved project and it was the opportunity he’d been waiting for and he didn't miss it. He proposed both projects at once: Bad Blood and Squadron, the futuristic fighting game. 

	“At the time,” Jeff George explains, “Origin was much more enthusiastic about Bad Blood than Squadron. As an RPG/adventure game, Bad Blood was very much in line with Origin's existing catalog, while they weren't quite sure what to make of a space flight sim like Squadron. I recall that Richard pretty much understood what Chris was going for with Squadron, but Robert (Garriott, Origin's president and Richard's brother) and Fred (Schmidt, Origin's VP of marketing) were skeptical whether there was a market for a science fiction flight simulator that required a special coprocessor to even run.”

	To secure the resources needed to develop Squadron, Chris signed a contract to develop Bad Blood in parallel, the results of which would be surprising. The idea that had given birth to Squadron drew its roots from another Origin Systems game, Space Rogue, a spiritual successor to David Braben’sElite. This game was one of the many that had become somewhat famous and earned money for Garriott’s company but had not managed to stand out decisively. Despite obtaining a fair amount of success, the positive reviews weren’t enough for Space Rogue to become a break-out hit.

	Space Rogue was created by Paul Neurath, the skilled programmer who had long benefited from Origin's offices and logistical support as a freelancer, and, in return, had contributed to several successful games. While still not officially part of OSI's (Origin Systems, Inc.) staff, Neurath had teamed up with other programmers and lent his talents to games such as Autoduel and Ogre. However, in the late 1980s, he set out to work on an ambitious game meant to blend space combat simulation with RPG elements.

	"When I started to develop Space Rogue,” Neurath recalls fondly, “they offered me a spare office. The drive was well worthwhile because I got to work with and learn from such talented and passionate developers as Richard Garriott, Chuck Bueche, Dallas Snell, Stuart Marks, and Chris Roberts. Some were indie developers such as myself, others were employees of Origin; but that distinction did not matter much in terms of how we collaborated with each other.”

	Before Space Rogue, Neurath had worked on another science fiction game: Deep Space: Operation Copernicus. It was his first commercial game and programming for it started in 1983 as a collaboration with Ned Lerner. "We were figuring things out as we went,” Neurath explained. The work had started in Pascal on an Apple II, but soon the two programmers realized that the program was running too slowly, and they had to switch to a lower level programming language. "So we taught ourselves 6502 assembly language programming,” Neurath continues, “I got so conversant in 6502 that I could read a program just by scanning the hexadecimal code.”

	As their first commercial product, development of Deep Space continued to be full of surprises. Halfway through the work, Lerner decided to move to California to work on a flight simulator that would later be named Chuck Yeager's Advanced Flight Trainer, created with technical consultation from the pilot himself.It was published by Electronic Arts in 1987andLerner's simulator was a huge success, selling 250,000 copies. When Lerner and Neurath reunited to resume work, Sir-Tech, the publishing company behind the famous Wizardy series, offered them a contract. This offer gave the duo the chance to evolve their project and join an already well-known brand. Unfortunately, the initiative with Sir-Tech never came to fruition and, after several months lost, the duo retraced their steps and decided to create their own original IP for the game. 

	“Deep Space,” Neurath recalls, “was essentially done in 1985, but ended up not getting released until the following year for the Apple II, Commodore 64, and IBM PC. Sales were solid, and Deep Space pioneered a bunch of 3D graphics techniques.”

	While developing his first game, Neurath had learned not just how to create and carry out a project but also how to face the challenges and difficulties inherent in its commercialization. These were lessons that would bear fruit with subsequent games. Paul continues,

	“Working on Deep Space wetted my appetite to do something more ambitious that would blend 3D simulation with some light RPG elements. I wanted to explore the experience of piloting your starship across space in a fully 3D simulated world, but then landing at a base and having your character get out, walk around, and interact with other characters. And connect those two experiences in a meaningful way. That lead to Space Rogue.”

	Like Deep Space, Space Rogue was mainly the result of Neurath's work. The era of games developed by a single programmer, or at most, a team of a few people, was almost over. Space Rogue was among the last. The advantage of having to juggle music, graphics, programming, and dialogue was that Neurath learned a number of skills that would prove invaluable later. The obvious drawback was that the central programmer wasn't as skilled as specialists in all of the areas he was working in. A weakness common to many programmers, for example, was art. Thankfully, Paul was not entirely on his own.

	Space Rogue was a big product for the period. The result of so much ambition, and such a small team, was that the development lasted longer than expected. In the supportive and participative environment of Origin, Neurath forged ahead. He recalls,

	"One person who did help in wrapping up Space Rogue was Warren Spector. I was looking for help in completing some character dialogs. Warren, who had recently joined Origin, tackled those with great skill. I did not realize it then, but it was to be the start of a three decade and counting collaborative relationship with Warren." 

	For his part, Spector was impressed by Neurath's work. He states,

	"I always thought Space Rogue was a special game in the way it combined three totally separate genres in a coherent whole–space combat, roleplaying, and arcade action. That genre-mashing influenced me, for sure. I've always loved mixing it up, genre-wise."

	Spector's wasn't the only help Neurath had from the Originites. Paul's limited artistic skills were supplemented by another little experiment by John Miles. 

	"John Miles,” Dr. Cat recalls, “homebrewed a video scanner that would capture an image from a video camera on a fixed mount into a VGA picture. Back when there were few or no color scanners you could even buy for the PC." With the primitive, but working, scanner, the image of the pilot was created and used in the introduction of Space Rogue and, a few months later, the images of the asteroids in Wing Commander.

	While Neurath's genre-bending experiment did well enough commercially, it failed to reach the hoped-for heights of success. This led Origin's leadership team to underestimate the space simulator market. However, Warren Spector wasn't the only Origin employee who was impressed by Neurath's game: Chris Roberts, strongly impressed by Space Rogue, had decided that after Times of Lore, he would delve into space combat games and started designing Squadron.

	Roberts' first idea was to create a game of conquest and combat, in which large spaceships fought and planets were invaded. However, the young programmer soon realized that piloting small and agile vehicles was far more interesting than commanding large vessels. The project had started as a generic "conquest game" and shifted to the much more exciting formula of dogfighting between fast space fighters.

	The move from the primitive BBC Micro to more robust Commodore 64, then ultimately to the powerful PC with the math coprocessor, gave Roberts more computing power and resources to do something more than what David Braben and Ian Bell had done with Elite. However, Chris didn't want to use the iconic wireframe graphics of their game but fully textured real-time 3D graphics were still several years away. He solved the problem by simplifying everything, using previously generated bitmap graphics for each game object (e.g. fighters, battleships, scanned asteroids, etc.) from all different points of view. This trick left the heavy calculations to the trigonometric engine to determine which bitmap to use. It based its decisions on the position and relative orientation of object and observer, scaling the image size with the distance.

	The result was fascinating and fluid but a bit coarse. The images of spaceships, fighters, and bombers, similar to what LucasArts had already done the year before with the aerial simulation game, Battlehawks 1942, were loaded onto the screen and moved incredibly well. However, when the viewer changed the angle of view, the updates were jerky due to the limited availability of preloaded images with a perspective similar to the one needed. Unfortunately, with the hardware available, this jerkiness was unavoidable.

	Despite this defect, the product's potential was still excellent, and soon the entire Origin staff realized that Roberts' design could become a hit. To accomplish this, Roberts needed to focus on the ultimate goal of publishing and not to give in to the ever-present temptation to add features and make the project bigger than was needed. This important role of enforcing this fell to Dallas Snell, who was already a well established persona at Origin Systems. He was named executive producer due to his uncompromising administrative record.

	The final shape of the project started to come into focus when Roberts realized that by deploying a wingman to the player, in the form of an allied fighter pilot, he could give the game more depth. When the design of the new gameplay was completed, Squadron became Wingleader. In the new version, the player no longer had to worry about shooting down every enemy on their own. Now they could count on a companion with whom they could share the fight and give orders to but with the caveat that those orders may be executed in unpredictable ways.

	This change enabled the inclusion of a series of secondary, well-defined characters, each with a short biography written in the feelies (i.e. the included tangible world-building goods in the game box). Each character had a personality that determined their behavior according to the orders they received: the daring pilots were reluctant to withdraw while the more cautious ones were less inclined to throw themselves into unequal fights. Moreover, with the introduction of wingmen, fights could be linked by a story.

	Warren Spector, with his own experience and extensive knowledge of the silver screen, was the first to realize the new cinematic potential of the product, which could be much more than just a shooter. The problem, of course, was to avoid Roberts missing the projected release target of September 1990. Determined to release a title that could disrupt the industry, Spector, who had joined the project as co-producer next to Snell, moved all available staff to Chris Roberts' project.

	While Spector was working with Roberts to find the best tool to give Wingleader a cinematic edge, Denis Loubet was directing his graphics staff to create the interiors of the spaceships. To do so, he put touches of Star Trek,Star Wars, and Battlestar Galactica in his drawings. The attention to detail in Loubet's work was so obsessive that the artist, together with Roberts, made sure that the spaceship interiors were all different depending on the model being piloted. And that's not all: depending on the damage suffered, the instruments were subject to failure with fuse explosions and electric shocks, while the virtual pilot's hand, fixed on the control bar, was able to move to imitate the command given by the player. In addition to designing the spaceships and the interiors of the spacecraft, Loubet shaped the enemy of Roberts' game: the Kilrathi. Together, they designed an intelligent, bipedal, feline-shaped species, highly aggressive and warmongering, and in many ways similar to the Klingons of Star Trek, though not aesthetically.

	When Ultima VI was finished, the staff freed from Garriott's project was co-opted onto Wingleader which, in the meantime, changed its name again to Wing Commander, after an internal consultation in which the final name won by a single vote. 

	Among the newcomers to the Wing Commander team was Siobhan Beeman, who had just finished working on Ultima VI: The False Prophet and brought along her programming skills. The work on Worlds of Ultima: The Savage Empire couldn't start immediately because the engine of Ultima VI had to be tested. Otherwise, the team would have to face duplicate bugs and problems, first patching Ultima VI and then fixing the error unwittingly imported into the first chapter of Worlds of Ultima. This conveniently freed up development resources for Roberts’ project.

	Aboard Wing Commander's team, Beeman was put to work on artificial intelligence. Fully reflecting the choice to create a product that would allow users to enjoy a movie-like experience, the AI was written more to entertain the player than to put them in trouble. 

	"The AIs in Wing Commander,” Siobhan recalls, “follow a fairly basic system: if the player is not looking at them, they select a target and try to get on that target's tail as directly as possible; but if the player is looking at them, then they roll dice to select sequences of fancy, cinematic maneuvers from tables. Banked turns, corkscrew rolls, Immelmans, all kinds of actions that are pretty to look at but not especially effective to be honest. Working on the AI system involved creating those tables. Each specific kind of ship had its own tables, so that Dralthis (wide and flat, like flying saucers) preferred to pitch up and down and do barrel rolls, while small, fast, and nimble Salthis preferred to do jinks and hairpin turns."

	Customary for the era, in the absence of special editors that allowed writing these tables without any programming skills, the operation became very complicated and required in-depth knowledge of the C programming language. "Creating these tables was both a design task and a programming task (since they were just implemented in plain C, everything in WC1 and WC2 was hard-coded in C header files, not data driven),” Beeman further recalled and thus she was credited for both Wing Commander design and programming.

	With Beeman’s help, and the new resources available from Ultima VI, the plot was implemented and completed in record time. The individual fights were linked in a dynamic campaign where the outcome of certain battles and the behavior of the player determined which narrative forks were taken. 

	This narrative system of the story brought more advantages. In each game, the player didn't have to face all forty missions in a row. Instead, they faced about half, depending on the route taken along the forks. The first choice came after the two introductory missions which took the player on one of two different routes with three possible intermediate results (good, medium, and bad). After three missions, the system again calculated the player's behaviour and routed the narration to the next intermediate result, following the same pattern. It allowed the player to recover with good performance, passing from bad to medium or medium to good. In case of bad performance, the player was penalized with a worsening of the conflict state.

	The campaign, therefore, allowed the player to take different routes and face different missions. In a perfect match, eighteen fights were enough to get to the end of the game, passing through all the best intermediate points and reaching the good ending. Similarly, in a bad game, eighteen failed missions would allow the player to see all the bad intermediate results and get to the bad ending. An average game consisted of alternating good and bad intermediate results, passing from the positive to the negative branches of the plot, or vice versa, to get to one of the two finals playing a maximum of twenty-four missions.

	Between one space sortie and another, the player could visit the Tiger's Claw, the stellar aircraft carrier on which the game was set. The player could talk to the other pilots and see the scores, which ranked the player against the computer pilots based on the number of sorties and enemy kills. It was in the Tiger’s Claw, more than in any other, that players could experience the novelty represented by Wing Commander and how the cinematic approach of the entire production lent itself to a unique experience, adding value to Roberts' space combat game.

	The success of Wing Commander was attributed to, in addition to its cutting-edge engine and the innovations to the genre as a whole, its incredible attention to detail. Especially to that of the dialogues written by real authors such as Philip Brogden, Steve Cantrell, and Jeff George. This proved far more immersive than the traditional approach of having programmers double as writers, which rarely yielded great results. 

	Jeff George was in charge of writing the animated sequences–one of the features that would most impress the media and the public–and most of the missions. Initially under contract as a freelancer, George was hired directly by Origin as a writer when Bad Blood's production cycle was coming to an end and Wing Commander's project was in the home stretch. "Although I had written the product proposal for Squadron as a freelancer working for Chris,” George explains, “I was on Origin's payroll as a writer for most of the project, when I wrote most of the cinematic scenes and designed most of the missions."

	Hiring a specialist dedicated exclusively to writing was a leap forward for the video games industry. Due in part to this, Wing Commander, even more than the Ultima series, was becoming Origin's flagship product. Unsurprisingly, Warren Spector wanted to look for skilled full-time writers, forcing the competition to do the same. "I am about 99% sure that I was the first person hired as a full-time writer by a computer game company in the world," George surmised.

	Like the previous Origin products, Wing Commander enjoyed a rich and curated packaging. This packaged included the Claw Marks magazine written by Aaron Allston, a 52-page booklet that immersively combined the user manual for the player with game lore presented as “The Onboard Magazine of TCS Tiger’s Claw Vol. 1 No. 4” in the year 2654. Allston continued the tradition of including clear references to Origin developers, programmers, and artists in the documentation. Articles in the fake Tiger's Claw logbook were credited to Colonel Christopher Roberts, Major Warren Spector, Captains Mike Harrison, Aaron Allston, and Jeff George, and Lieutenants Steve Cantrell, Ken Demarest III, and Glen Johnson.

	“The existence of the ‘magazine’ itself was standard Origin practice,” Siobhan Beeman illustrates. “Every game had to have paper materials in the box for two reasons: first, to provide documentation, and second, to serve as copy protection. Whose idea specifically it was to give the manual the conceit of being the ship's newsletter, I don't know. I'm pretty sure it was Jeff George's idea as lead writer and designer on the game. Those other credits: Chris was Chris, obviously; Warren was the producer; Aaron the writer; Steve Cantrell was head of our QA department; Ken was the lead programmer; Glen was the lead artist on the game; and Mike was the head of Origin's art department.”

	During development, another unexpected event by Intel gave a helping hand to Wing Commander. They began marketing the new 486 CPU, which incorporated a mathematical coprocessor by default, making Roberts' game usable by anyone with an upgraded 386 or the brand new 486. Jeff George explains,

	“So the technology did exist in time for the game to become a smashing success. Bad Blood, on the other hand, was essentially a Commodore 64 game in the DOS wars, and it faded pretty quickly, despite some decent press.”

	After a three-month tour de force, during which most of OSI's staff was employed for Wing Commander, Roberts' game was released and marketed on September 26th, 1990 specifically for MS-DOS PCs. The success was immediate and so great that it almost immediately overtook the sales of Ultima VI, even if Garriott's game had been released almost six months prior. Roberts later declared that over 100,000 copies were sold in only the first month. There is no reason to believe that this claim was exaggerated, given the enthusiasm that the public showed to the game and the influence it had on the industry, paving the way for the creation of such important IPs as X-Wing: Tie Fighter and Descent: Freespace.

	Despite its success, the development costs of Wing Commander had been stratospheric and unprecedented in the software industry. In absence of official figures, Chris Crawford stated in an interview that he learned from an internal Origin voice that a million dollars had been spent in the development of the game. Even in the light of its impressive sales, Wing Commander didn't immediately prove to be a financial success. Due to the high development costs and low profit margins for each unit sold, Origin was forced to create additional mission packages that were sold separately to players who had finished the campaign and weren't yet satiated with space combat with Kilrathi ships.

	The idea behind the expansion packs, as they were called, was inspired by the RPG adventure modules that were usually sold separately to dungeon masters as an aid to quickly implement new adventures for their players without having to create them from scratch. This strategy, successfully applied to board and pen and paper games, was not new to computer games. Episodes two and three of Temple of Apshai had already demonstrated the market viability of this strategy. The two WC expansions, The Secret Missions and The Secret Missions 2: Crusade, had modest development costs and sold many copies, helping Origin to pay back the exorbitant investment made for Wing Commander.

	Besides influencing the industry by pushing several software houses to focus on space combat simulators, Roberts' game also had the not inconsiderable effect of changing the way video games were produced. Gone was the old development system based on a small team, or even a single all-round programmer. Wing Commander pushed the industry to change quickly, increasingly focusing on complex and expensive productions. These news projects were completed by teams with specialized technicians, writers busy on history and dialogues, designers engaged in creating quests, battles, and balancing the fights, programmers in charge of writing efficient engines, and artists employed in creating drawings, models, and captivating graphics.

	Chris Crawford, the game designer best known for the 1985 Cold War strategy game, Balance of Power, was interviewed by Richard Rouse III for his book, Game Design: Theory and Practice. In that interview, Crawford explained the impact of Roberts' game as follows,

	"Wing Commander probably cost about $1,000,000. By the standards of the day that was considered absurd. And in fact, I've been told by an Origin insider that Wing Commander by itself never paid back its investment, but that the follow-ups and add-ons did. But what they were really doing was spending so much money that it would only work if it became the top hit. It did. The problem then was, they've raised the bar for the whole industry, we all have to produce $1,000,000 games, and unfortunately they can only work if each one is the number one game. And you can only have one number one game. So that, in turn, forced the industry to become much more conservative. We've got these huge expenses, we simply can't make money turning out a number twenty game. Anything less than being the top ten will lose money. So very quickly it became a hit-driven business. That was already starting in the late '80s, but Wing Commander sealed it."

	With his team of almost twenty people, Roberts had raised the bar for the entire market, taking oxygen away from other software houses that had to run for cover and change the way they produced games, now imitating Origin Systems. However, there was a limit to the number of these “AAA titles,” as we would call them today, that the market could absorb to the successes of 200,000 copies sold. This, combined with the exorbitantly high development costs, ended up pushing game publishers to behave more prudently and invest in the sequels of successful games rather than innovating and risking big capital on fresh IP.

	Although Origin had opened this new way forward, the company didn't have the means to reach the end of the road it had begun to travel. Despite the successes of Ultima VI and Wing Commander, the latter of which having reached and even surpassed the success of Garriott’s flagship series, the money continued to exit the company's coffers as quickly as it came in, and soon OSI would be faced with a new challenge.

	 


Ultima Underworld

	 

	"We put together a playable demo in the summer of 1990, which showed a character running and fighting monsters in a 3D dungeon with first-person view and texture mapping. As far as we know, it was the first time someone had tried to make a game entirely in 3D with texture mapping."

	 

	Paul Neurath

	 

	"I remember seeing Paul's initial tech demo with a completely textured, first-person, real-time experience. I'd never seen anything like it and, at that moment, I was with a bunch of guys from Origin and all I could think was that the world had just changed."

	 

	Warren Spector

	 

	Space Rogue hadn't fully sated Paul Neurath's desire to experiment with blending genres. On the contrary, he was inspired by his previous title and was certain that he was on track to create something new and exciting. Using the lessons learned from that project, he was not only ready but eager for the next challenge.

	"The idea behind Underworld first came to me in 1989, as soon as I finished a game called Space Rogue for Origin. Space Rogue was the first step in exploring a mix of RPG and simulation elements, and it seemed like a promising direction. However, I didn't like the abrupt way Space Rogue took the player from the space flight simulation, which was done in 3D, to the role-playing game, which was done with the usual top-down view with tile graphics. I felt there had to be a gentler way to combine these elements, and one that would create a more immersive experience," Neurath explained to Computer and Video Games.1

	The arrival of the new i486 operating at a whopping 33 MHz and his long reflection on the Space Rogue experience led Paul to write a detailed project plan for an RPG in first person subjective view with a 3D graphics engine. He submitted this plan to a former Origin graphic designer, Douglas Wike. Wike had collaborated with both Chris Roberts for Times of Lore and Richard Garriott for Ultima V and was immediately enthusiastic for the possibilities of creating what Neurath had put on paper.

	Within a matter of months, Neurath founded Blue Sky Productions. The initial team consisted of only four people: two young MIT students as programmers, Doug Church and Dan Schmidt, Douglas Wike as artistic director, and Neurath himself as creative director. Thanks to the support of an old acquaintance of Neurath's, Edward Lerner, who contributed some code written for the simulation, the work proceeded quickly and a prototype was prepared in just four weeks.

	By today's standards, this prototype was only a rudimentary tech-demo. It allowed the player to walk through corridors with surfaces drawn with a new texture mapping technique, sticking two-dimensional raster images on the surface of a three-dimensional image. In 1990, however, no game developer had ever done anything similar and the project, which by this time had taken the name Underworld, was shown to several software houses at that summer’s CES.

	Among the most interested publishers, in no small part due to their previous collaboration, was Origin Systems. Garriott and Spector assessed Blue Sky’s project and prototype and Richard suggested pairing the engine with the Ultima IP in order to exploit its popularity and large user base. Neurath, already a fan of Garriott’s series, understood that the strength of the Ultima brand would guarantee a substantial boost to the sales of his game. Thus, a deal was struck and, with a signed commercial agreement in hand, his team went to work.

	Although Spector's interest in the project was very strong, Warren didn't immediately become the producer of Underworld, now known as Ultima Underworld. "Dallas Snell, my boss, assigned the game to another producer, Jeff Johannigman (despite my desperate pleas to work with Paul on the game...)," Spector laments.

	Johannigman, however, left Origin shortly after and the coveted role of producer for Neurath’s game ultimately ended up in Spector's hands. Spector recalls, "My next memory of the game was shortly after (Johannigman's exit), when Paul Neurath and a young Blue Sky programmer named Doug Church flew to Austin to show us the game's narrative. And, boy, their story was bad. The two of them, Richard, and I, worked it out and we got it just the way we liked it."

	Story aside, the feat that Neurath set out to accomplish was far from simple. The transition from the industry standard systems like Dungeon Master, which used a stepwise dungeon crawling style akin to the earlier Ultima games to real 3D, required a complete re-evaluation of nearly every mechanic. The combat system, inventory, skills, interaction with the game world, and even the user interface would need to be overhauled. It was not a clear cut process. Neurath's team spent a lot of time writing code for features that initially seemed very important, but later during engine assembly and testing, proved to be secondary or even entirely irrelevant.

	In March 1992, Ultima Underworld was published and hit the market, receiving very good reviews from critics and enjoyed promising initial sales. As such, the hundreds of thousands of copies that Neurath's company would sell over the next few years made Ultima Underworld a success for Origin and prompted management to quickly greenlight a sequel. Perhaps too quickly, but more on that in a moment.

	Ultima Underworld was an innovative product and continued Origin’s theme of rewriting RPG industry standards. The new graphics engine supplanted leading games like Dungeon Master and kicked off the 3D engine era, preceding even Wolfenstein 3D by two months. id Software’s blockbuster title, in fact, had been clearly influenced by Neurath's project. At the 1990 CES conference, id Software co-founder, John Carmack, witnessed the early Underworld prototype and commented that he would surely be able to write a faster engine, which he then did with his development work on the Wolfenstein 3D engine. 

	In Ultima Underworld, the player once again embodied the role of Avatar, entirely in first person perspective, and had to wander the multi-level dungeons of the Great Stygian Abyss, this time without a party for backup. While the gameplay started approximately one hundred in-game years after the conclusion of Ultima VI, the story was set in motion only a mere decade after The False Prophet with the attempted settlement of a new town on the Isle of the Avatar. This theme of survival, chaos, and the collapse of social structures resulting from events that happened before the start of the game would also be a key feature of games that Neurath's team would produce in the future. However, the true novelty of Ultima Underworld, lay in the new way the player moved and interacted with the surrounding world: fighting in first person, maneuvering weapons with the mouse, and casting spells by combining the magic runes found while exploring.

	As mentioned earlier, Origin immediately requested work to begin on a sequel. Meanwhile, the staff of Blue Sky Productions merged with Lerner Research in a company which became Looking Glass Studios. This new studio began work at a feverish pace for the next chapter, Ultima Underworld II: Labyrinth of Worlds. This time, however, Spector made sure to be at the helm as producer from the very beginning.

	By reusing and improving the code written for the previous episode, the team was able to develop the new game in just nine months, whereas the first one had taken just under two years. The engine was also improved to show a 30% greater field of view, larger 3D objects, and sprites and animations with a larger colour palette. While these updates seemed like wins all around, they ultimately were not innovative enough for market success as we’ll see later.

	In the new chapter of the Underworld series, the player, again as the Avatar, finds themself in the events immediately following the conclusion Ultima VII: The Black Gate. The castle of Lord British was trapped by a spell of the evil Guardian, the episode-spanning antagonist of the final trilogy of the Ultima series. The castle had been locked in a bubble of blackrock, a very hard material impenetrable to both physical and magical attack. However, the powerful magic used to create the bubble had, at the same time, created space-time holes in the dungeons below. Through these portals, the player could travel between planets and dimensions to defeat the Guardian in the worlds he had conquered before moving on to attack Britannia. Only by first weakening the Guardian by taking away control of the planets he previously conquered could the spell be broken and the castle freed.

	In Ultima Underworld II, the references to the lore of Ultima were greater than in the previous chapter: it was possible to meet many of the most important characters of Garriott’s saga, such as Lord British, Dupre, and Iolo. In LGS’s attempt to give more depth to the title, the gameplay of Ultima Underworld II didn't revolve only around exploration and fighting. Thanks to a larger staff, which included four designers, the game featured rich and complex dialogues with NPCs. These dialogues were necessary to solve a key mystery of the game: discover the identity of the traitor who, from inside the castle, not only had helped the Guardian perform the spell but also started murdering the members of Lord British's court!

	Garriott's involvement with the sequel had been less than The Stygian Abyss as Richard was busy elsewhere. Paul Neurath recalls, "at work on the project, we had Warren as producer at Origin, who helped by giving us tips on the story, and at Looking Glass, we had bred a talented group of game designers and writers. With those talents on the team, I'm sure Richard didn't feel the need to give us the same kind of guidance he had given us in the first game."

	The relationship of trust between Garriott and Spector, tempered by development of the Worlds of Ultima games, Savage Empire, and Martian Dreams, as well as The Stygian Abyss, was now robustly established. As such, Richard didn't bother to follow the development of the second chapter of Ultima Underworld as closely. Busy as he was with Ultima VII, Garriott let Spector, Neurath, and his collaborators create a story consistent with Ultima's universe. "The plot of Ultima Underworld II emerged from ideas that Warren, Doug Church, and I initially brainstormed. Austin Grossman played a key role in the plot as head writer,” Paul remembers.

	In record time, the second chapter of Ultima Underworld reached the shelves of the stores, but contrary to expectations, the result was not positive. The speed with which the game had been written, tested, and published prevented its developers from evolving the graphics engine sufficiently enough to make an innovative leap comparable to that of the first chapter.

	In hindsight, Origin's desire to go to market quickly with a sequel was a mistake that made Labyrinth of Worlds seem too similar to its predecessor. Another consequence of this hasty release was that Labyrinth of Worlds cannibalized the strong sales that The Stygian Abyss was still enjoying. 

	Initially, the possibility of a third chapter of the Underworld saga was planned, but everything changed when the sales of the second chapter, much lower than the first, prompted Origin to reconsider the future of the series. Ultima Underworld III was first announced for a 1995 release but at some point in 1993, the project was shelved and the IP was orphaned by the publisher.

	Meanwhile, Origin Systems had been bought by Electronic Arts, which "at that time was less than enthusiastic about fantasy games. Origin was already busy working on a new version of its classic episodes of the series, Ultima, and was also preparing to build what would be Ultima Online. So EA was reluctant to give the green light for another fantasy title," in the words of Neurath. 

	The collaboration between Origin and Looking Glass Studios, however, did not end with Ultima Underworld II, but continued with another game, System Shock, after which LGS took the path of self-publication.

	As with Ultima Underworld, Looking Glass Studios continued to create quality games that were rather influential in the industry, including Terra Nova: Strike Force Centauri which was one of the first examples of FPS team games, previous to the better knownTom Clancy's Rainbow Six, Team Fortress Classic, Counter Strike, and Ghost Recon. They were also responsible for System Shock 2, appreciated progenitor of the survival horror genre that included the Deus Ex and Bioshock series, and Thief: The Dark Project, the first chapter of one of the most famous stealth game series. LGS games, however, were rarely box-office hits. Some, like Terra Nova and the third chapter of Flight Unlimited, despite the positive opinion of the critics and subsequent public appreciation, turned out to be disastrous commercial failures and in early 2000, the company was forced to declare bankruptcy.

	With the closure of Looking Glass Studios, the staff gathered by Neurath dispersed into several other software houses including Ion Storm, Irrational Games, Harmonix, Mad Doc Software, Arkane Studios, Westwood Studios, Valve, Floodgate Entertainment, and Digital Eel. Shortly after the failure of LGS, Arkane Studios asked Electronic Arts to use the Ultima Underworld IP to produce the previously shelved third installment of the series. After receiving a negative response, the project was not completely abandoned, but evolved instead into ArxFatalis, a fantasy RPG set in an underworld of a frozen planet.

	The remaining LGS IPs were disputed by various parties for years. The rights to the name “Shock,” at Spector's suggestion, had been ceded by LGS to Electronic Arts, publisher of System Shock, to engender a bond between the companies in an attempt to develop a follow-up. With the bankruptcy of LGS, however, the Meadowbrook Insurance Group had bought what was left of the Neurath’s company at liquidation prices and begun wrestling with EA for the rights to the Shock series. The dispute wouldn’t be resolved until 2015 with the acquisition of all rights by Night Dive Studios, which included the marketing of an enhanced version of System Shock 2 and the signing of a contract with Otherside Entertainment, a new company founded by Neurath and his former LGS colleagues.

	The IP of Ultima Underworld also had a troubled history. Several attempts were made to resurrect the series with a third chapter, but all of them failed due to the lack of interest from EA. In 2015, Otherside Entertainment finally received permission from EA to create a sequel to the Underworld series, Underworld Ascendant. However, even with EA’s blessing, the sequel could not be linked to the name of Ultima despite being the direct heir to the original series created by Neurath.

	Thief's IP, on the other hand, was first bought by Ion Storm, at the suggestion of Warren Spector. Spector, in the meantime, had left Origin and had run notable projects like Deus Ex (proposed to OSI and LGS, but rejected by both). After the creation of the third chapter of the Thief series in 2004, the series went on hiatus, being the victim of a long series of corporate mergers. In 2014, in the hands of Eidos Interactive and ultimately Square Enix, the fourth and final chapter was published.

	 

	 


Ultima VII: The Black Gate

	 

	“In many ways, the plot is structured like a James Bond adventure...there’s an initial catalyst that gets the story going, the hero has to investigate and follow clues and perhaps meet the main villain early on, and then discovers the ‘mountain under the molehill’ that the villains are planning to do.”

	 

	Raymond Benson

	 

	“More than anything, Ultima VII was the game that first made me realise I preferred worlds that moved around me rather than worlds that I simply moved through.”

	 

	Adam Smith,Gaming Made Me: Ultima VII, Rock Paper and Shotgun

	 

	“Ultima VII is still my favorite game. It’s hard not to look at Oblivion and see the Ultima influence.”

	 

	Todd Howard,Chasing D&D: A History of RPGsby Lara Crigger

	 

	Feeling that he had completed a narrative cycle with Ultima VI, Richard Garriott began to look beyond the horizon to understand how best to evolve his series. In the first trilogy, the player was thrice set against archfiends that were evil albeit naive incarnations of the RPG enemy archetype. As described in the accompanying game manuals, these powerful opponents were perverse, ruthless, and direct in their quests for power but at the same time, were wholly passive in the face of the player’s attempts to stop them. In the second trilogy, Richard completely changed the way he (and arguably many others) designed computer role-playing games. This time, he led his players to follow a path of enlightenment and self-improvement through the pursuit of the eight virtues of Avatarhood. Now the player needed to save the world by improving it, breaking down tyranny, and bringing an empirical peace. For subsequent titles, Richard knew he needed to innovate yet again.

	By this time, Garriott knew that he wanted Ultima to be a trilogy of trilogies but was not yet sure how to proceed. He recalls, "Eventually though, I sought a way to combine the two models, integrating both virtue and more complex villains who were thoroughly incorporated into the story. So when we began designing Ultima VII, I needed to create an enemy that was worth the difficult pursuit. I needed to create the Best Possible Bad Guy,"2and that bad guy had a name: The Guardian.

	Unlike the first two trilogies, Garriott decided that the Avatar's opponent would be the same for all three installations. The player would meet and temporarily foil his nemesis in the seventh episode, scramble against the fiend’s upper hand in the eighth, and playout the ultimate confrontation in the ninth and final chapter. With such an ambitious project, Richard realized he had to work hard on the Guardian to craft the perfect villain. Normally, the fiends of the Ultima series never survived a single encounter with the Avatar, much less three entire games. Richard needed the Guardian to be powerful, fearsome, and insidious but also credible at the same time. To craft a villain worthy of three games of effort required to bring him down, he needed an entire ecosystem of evil. The inspiration for this came delightfully by chance.

	In May 1991, journalist Richard Behar published an article in Time magazine entitled “The Thriving Cult of Greed and Power” in which he delved into the Church of Scientology founder, Lafayette Ronald Hubbard, his organization, and the suicide of young Noah Lottick. A few weeks later, the Church of Scientology responded by publishing a series of paid inserts in USA Today as a rebuttal to Behar’s article. The church’s responses culminated with the publication of a 48-page color advertisement in the June 28th, 1991 issue.

	A copy of this propaganda found its way into Richard Garriott’s hands who gave it a thorough perusal. He recalls, "The insert included a photograph of Scientology founder L. Ron Hubbard on the front page with a caption that described him as ‘a Renaissance man,’ and each subsequent page covered his achievements: at thirteen America's youngest Eagle Scout, aviation pioneer, explorer, mariner, and World War II captain. Each of these was illustrated with some type of inspiring photograph: Hubbard the master mariner at the helm of a ship; Hubbard the philosopher sitting at his desk with a quill pen; Hubbard the humanitarian feeding children."3Having read the description of the Scientology Founder, generously given by the church’s public relations managers, Garriot began to ponder what qualities a leader should have and how he could present that himself. However, he would not have to do this alone.

	Following the trend started by Wing Commander, Richard had a large team of specialists at his disposal for Ultima VII. This team included a promising newcomer to Origin Systems, one who had already shown his merit in the last stage of production for Martian Dreams as dialogue editor. His input would be invaluable to craft the story of the next chapter of the Ultima series and his name was Raymond Benson.

	Benson was a video game author of three text-based adventures: Stephen King's The Mist, A View to a Kill, and Goldfinger, all published by Mindscape. The first was a video game adaptation of Stephen King's famous novel, while the remaining two were based on the James Bond movies, all of the same title. Being a great fan of British writer Ian Fleming, Benson had superb knowledge of the character which he put to use when writing the addon You Only Live Twice II–Back of Beyond for the pen and paper James Bond 007 Role-Playing Game. This, combined with his exemplary skill as an author, would later lead him to world fame as the official novelist of the James Bond series, succeeding the great John Gardner. But before that success, however, was his time in Austin. His experience with Mindscape and the James Bond mythos gave his application a boost when he moved from New York and saw an Origin ad for employment in the paper. He was an instant fit.

	In one of the regular brainstorming sessions, Garriott explained his idea about the Guardian and the Fellowship. Benson, assuming that the Fellowship should necessarily have a leader, conceived the character Batlin, giving him the name he had used in a role-playing campaign he DM’d in the ‘80s. Richard approved and, with his own motivations which we’ll see later, chose the names of Batlin's co-conspirators himself: Elizabeth and Abraham.

	Batlin was not designed to be the ultimate enemy as that role already belonged to the Guardian. Instead, Batlin was destined to be the puppet in the hands of the red villain. He was still a formidable and insidious enemy, however, thanks to his natural charisma and ability to portray himself as noble, even virtuous, in his own twisted way. To this end, Richard realized that he needed a new moral system not akin to the virtues, but an antithesis to it, like the one Blackthorn had imposed under the influence of the Shadowlords but more subtle. It had to be a moral code which, at first, might seem innocent, indeed positive, but which, digging deep, revealed its evil and perverse nature.

	The ternary system of the Principles, from which the Virtues were derived, had proven effective twice already, so Garriott decided to continue along the same path. He created a new trio of values: Unity, Trust, and Worthiness. The leaders of the Fellowship, the organization created by Batlin, were sent around Britannia to spread these new values. They evangelized that individuals alone could not achieve great goals but rather that the proper way was to gather in a brotherhood, bound by the same ideals. For the Fellowship to work, the members had to be united, they had to be able to trust each other, and all together, they could work for the growth of the organization to prove their worth. It was a deliberately ambiguous message. Beneath the innocuous veneer of positivity lay the true sinister meaning. Unity was a readiness to oppose all those outside of the Fellowship; Trust was the obligation to blindly follow the leaders' teachings and instructions; Worthiness could become slavery at best and ambition at the expense of all else at worst via subterfuge, denunciation, and outright betrayal.

	Having designed a complex and nuanced opponent, Benson proceeded to craft the story by mimicking the structure of a James Bond novel: he devised the initial crime, which became the engine of the plot, forcing the player to follow clues throughout the cities of Britannia. The subplots were divided among the various writers who were assigned areas on a geographical basis. Benson recalls, "I also had a team of writers I supervised. They were responsible for creating the subplots that were in individual towns in [Britannia]. I was responsible for the overall plot and characters/dialogue of the main story, while the team was responsible for the towns' characters, plots, and dialogue." The result of this subdivision was a varied world, comprising cities populated by different characters with mysteries to discover, crimes to solve, and NPCs with various stories to tell and/or secrets to hide.

	With the writers working under Benson's supervision, the rest of the staff had to focus on the new engine. Ultima VII, in proper Ultima fashion, pushed the boundaries of the technology of the time as opposed to iterating on a previous game’s engine. Among the programmers working on the new sequel was Herman Miller who stated, "Like the previous Ultima games, the graphics in Ultima VII were tile-based. That is, the screen is divided into [8x8] pixel squares, but I worked on a system that allowed more than one object to be stacked onto the background. Areas like doorways or trellises could be set to always draw on top, giving the illusion of 3D when you walk through them. PCs were getting fast enough at that point in time that we could fill the whole screen with graphics, and the game supported up to 256 colors in 320x200 resolution."

	In addition to updating the graphics engine, Miller developed the editor for Ultima VII which was rather powerful. His “eggs,” the monster generation points, were versatile, ensuring that those tasked with creating the world could use them not only for enemies, but for whatever the designers wanted to add. For the first time, it was no longer strictly necessary to know scripting languages in order to do basic work on NPCs and monsters or to design the world’s cities, dungeons, and more. Miller's editor had made life substantially easier for the world builders of Ultima VII, though it’s worth noting that a strong knowledge of the usecode was still necessary to script anything particularly complicated.

	One of the first of this new breed of designer was John Watson. He had originally joined OSI as a tester, tasked with bug hunting and ensuring features worked as intended. From there, leveraging his drive and expertise, he took a more active part in the game creation process of The Savage Empire. By the time work on Ultima VII started, Watson had become a full-fledged designer. One of several.

	Ultima VII had a comparatively massive staff for the time, frantically working to keep up with the rapidly evolving technology to produce the cutting-edge next chapter of the series. The cost of the operation was tremendous. Garriott then estimated that at least one million dollars had been spent in the two years of development of Ultima VII, reaching an investment similar to that of Wing Commander.

	While it was an absolute record for computer role-playing games, it was not for OSI. The second chapter of the Wing Commander series, with Beeman now promoted to director, was also in development and attracting more and more resources. The series continued to raise the bar on development investment to the incredible amount of twelve million dollars by the fourth episode in 1996. Ultima VII however, unlike Roberts' game, had few animated sequences and no FMV movies with real actors. Despite this, the cost of Garriott's latest game was still precariously high, a real gamble in a market that was moving towards action games and simulators rather than RPGs.

	The staff for Ultima VII included a team of eighteen programmers, led by Ken Demarest; eleven artists, led by Jeff Dee; two musicians, flanked by the multifaceted Herman Miller and led by Martin Galway; three sound engineers; four writers, led by Benson; and nine designers; as well as eighteen people from the QA department; and numerous other specialists for manuals and packaging. In just four years, from 1988 to 1992, the staff for Ultima VII doubled several times over and the costs skyrocketed.

	From a technological point of view, Ultima VII was an absolute marvel of programming. Released on April 16th, 1992, it took full advantage of the 256 colors available on VGA video cards, had an excellent soundtrack, and a seamless game world of unprecedented size with even greater interactivity than the previous chapter. In addition to all this, The Black Gate also introduced a small but important innovative feature: the technology finally allowed software houses to use high quality digitized speech.

	It wasn't novel in the strictest sense of the word, as older games like Impossible Mission, programmed in 1984 by Dennis Caswell and released by Epyx, had used recorded sentences to emphasize special moments of gameplay. Additionally, Silas Warner had succeeded with The Voice in 1983, using only the basic hardware of the Apple II to synthesize speech output. The true novelty was that for the first time,4 a well-known professional actor had been employed to record the phrases that players would hear using the new sound cards available on the market. This actor was none other than Bill Johnson, best known for his role a few years earlier in Tobe Hooper's Texas Chainsaw Massacre II (1986), in which he played the psychopathic killer, Leatherface.

	Using Johnson for the voice acting was Benson's idea. Being a long-time friend of Johnson's—the two had met at the University of Texas—the head writer had the idea of recruiting the actor to recite the phrases he had just written for the Guardian. Having seen him in action, Benson knew he would be perfect for the role and simply called him to propose the part. Even Richard had no doubt who shared, "When I heard his voice, it was obvious he WAS The Guardian!" Johnson was ready for the call, he recounts,

	“I’d been performing character ‘voice acting’ a number of years for a constellation of the various recorded media for that time in the recorded media industry. The BFA (Bachelor of Fine Arts) in acting from the University of Texas at Austin and the following years in professional acting field had presumably, hopefully prepared me for this very emblematically weird Austin arts project and Austin arts experiments such as combining interactive digitally reproduced voice tracks for an RPG computer game character adventure about an imaginary Medieval-esque world of chivalric values, magical alternate universes, a magical quest in progress and if this ever goes online ‘somebody’ could get laid I might have thought to myself.”

	The actor didn't have a lot of experience with video games. He had played text adventures like Zork and found them fun, but he had never played RPGs like Ultima and, of course, had never played a video game character. "However, fast forward years into [the] future, this Ultima VII recording session was just like performing in radio theatre. Seemed the identical same thing," he recalled.

	Under Benson's direction, who had written the lines specifically with his friend in mind, Johnson put himself into the Guardian’s shoes. He gave his performance in a makeshift studio which had been converted by mounting soundproof panels on three sides and installing a digital audio tape (DAT) recorder. Johnson recalls, "Raymond Benson sat next to me and directed the session. It was just like a stage production or radio theatre but with a microphone/intimate vocal recording considerations added to the mix. Raymond is a brilliant director as well as an author so this was extra fun. Took a little while to calibrate all the tech and get into a groove. Richard G. may have popped in and out during this time. We spent about half a day all totaled to wrap out the script." 

	After finishing the recording, which was finished in a single afternoon, Johnson was invited to Richard’s estate. Like others before him, he was fascinated by Garriott’s collections and was challenged to a game. "Also, Richard liked to challenge guests to identify three objets d'art of his collection, which at that time, he challenged me. I was the only one ever, up to then, to identify all three he'd chosen. A Leyden jar, a meteorite, and a mechanical calculator likely based on the Curta design. I was lucky. But I'll take the win," Johnson remembers fondly.

	By supporting the most popular sound cards,5 as Ultima VI did, U7 gave players the opportunity to hear the Guardian's voice, not only in the introduction, but also in the rest of the game as the red fiend regularly mocked and attempted to intimidate the Avatar. Thanks to the Miles Sound System, programmed by John Miles after he left Origin for Dell, where he had joined Ken Arnold, the work of the audio technicians became easier. After being used in The Black Gate, Miles' middleware would be leveraged thousands of times for video games, helping programmers to make the less performing sound cards work without overloading the CPU.

	In addition to the high level of attention given to the dubbing and speech elements, Ultima VIIbenefited from another audio related innovation. Soundtracks in games up to this point were often lacking, simultaneously as an attempt to reduce costs but also because of the poor quality of contemporarily recorded audio. Thus the music for Ultima VII was also intended to raise the bar for the video game industry at-large.

	The music and audio team for The Black Gate comprised Dana Glover,6,7 Marc Schaefgen, and Nenad Vugrinec and was led by Martin Galway. In particular, Dana Glover was responsible for composing the majority of the impressive 56 track soundtrack in addition to arranging the rest, including those written by Kirk Winterrowd ("Seedy Tavern" and "Sea Shanty"), Herman Miller ("Wisp Call"), the now classic "Stones" by David Watson, and even a small contribution by Raymond Benson with "Love Theme."

	Raymond had written it some time before and decided it warranted a place in the game. "It was just a nice little piece I had and we used it in the game. I remember Richard and I performed at a charity event on Valentine's Day of 1992, and he read the Song of Solomon aloud while I played the piece on a piano," Benson recalls. The event was immortalized by a photo, published together with a nice article in the internal newsletter.8

	The soundtrack was edited by the previously mentioned Dana Glover, who was an already established professional in the film industry ("credited with bringing cinematic music to the video games industry”). In addition to being unusually complex and well articulated, it took an innovative leap forward, even further than the one taken with Exodus. The soundtrack of Ultima VII comprised many situational songs, some of them very short, which were played at key events as an accompaniment to moments of action, combat, dialogue, or when entering particular regions. Benson's "Love Theme," for example, was played only in two particular situations: any time the Avatar spoke with the game’s love interest, Nastassia in Cove, or when the topic of Nastassia’s father, Julius, comes up in conversation with the Emp, Trellek in the Deep Forest. Nastassia was created by Benson as an homage to an actress. He recalls, "Nastassia was named after Nastassja Kinski, who was a movie-star crush of mine during the 1980s!" The beautiful NPC could have a love affair with the male Avatar or become deeply connected "like an adoptive sister," if the player had chosen to play a female Avatar.

	The inclusion of the Guardian's voice and the soundtrack were not the only aspects in which Ultima VII leapt forward from previous productions. Akalabeth had presented players a map formed in a pseudo-random way, starting from the seed (i.e. the “Magic Number”) entered by the player. Though random, the map was always the same size: a 19x19 grid which formed 361 squares. In later games, the maps were static, drawn by Garriott himself or level designers. Each game was progressively larger in size but for Ultima VII, the Origin staff set to achieve something unprecedented.

	The map was divided into a 12x12 grid of "superchunks," which in turn were subdivided into additional 16x16 grids of "chunks." This resulted in a final grid size of 192x192 pieces with each piece of this mosaic further comprising a 16x16 grid of 8x8 pixel squares with 8-bits per pixel. Thus the entire game world was measured a whoppping 24,576x24,576 pixels, an amount of information equal to 576 megabytes of image in RAW format. Even for today's technology, this would be a large file. In March of 1992, the most powerful CPU was the 50 Mhz i486DX capable of performing up to 30 MIPS (million instructions per second) and even for a computer with maxed out RAM at 32 MB, a 576 MB image was an utterly out-of-scale demand. 

	In order to draw graphics with the available technology, Origin's programmers enhanced the old tile system, creating multiple libraries where they saved the graphical alphabet (trees, chairs, walls, streets, fences, etc.) while in a separate file, they placed the reference marks the program should use to load the right objects in the right place to get the final map9 with Miller's overlay system.

	The system used was studied over the years by several Ultima fans. Among them was Gary Thompson, who used his impressive computer skills to reverse engineer the game. Through his efforts, he was able to redraw the entire map, discovering that the engine of Ultima VII had to access multiple libraries at the same time to draw the game world and that the individual objects were not saved in specific libraries, but arranged without special rules inside of two files that each contained a series of 144 files inside. 

	This development approach had made it possible to create a huge and detailed game world, but came at an expensive price. Officially, the system requirements for Ultima VII were a 386 CPU,10 2 MB of RAM, and a hard disk with 21 MB free. 

	While the hard disk requirement was somewhat demanding, as a common entry level model in 1991 was the Maxtor 7040A with only 40 MB total, the other requirements were over-optimistically low. Many users found it difficult to play even with much higher-end hardware. Ironically, as The Black Gate lacked the forethought of including a frame limiter, the continued rapid evolution of CPUs would render the game too fast to be playable in just a few years.

	The size of the map and the fragmentation of the libraries into multiple files placed a heavy burden on the hard drives of Ultima VII players. Hardware that was too old, with considerably longer access times and lower reading speed, ended up causing frequent slowdowns and jerks as the program had to continuously load the information needed to generate the map and display it at the edge of the screen while the Avatar was moving. 

	In addition to the painstakingly particular hardware requirements, Ultima VII had one more infamous peculiarity that made it complex to run. Up until Ultima V, Garriott had been programmed to live within the limitation of the 64K of RAM on the Apple II. When he switched to the PC, the 640K of available conventional memory seemed like a huge amount of space, ready to receive the entire contents of Richard's imagination and then some. Only two years later, however, the PC's memory resources had already become insufficient. Ultima VII needed more RAM. A lot more RAM. Given the inability of MS-DOS versions below 5.0 (released only in the second half of 1991) to use “upper memory” (the memory over the basic 640K) to place operating system portions, Origin engineers wrote a memory manager specifically for their game: the Voodoo Memory Manager. In order to work, Ultima VII required the user to find a way to reserve as much conventional memory as possible for the game by moving the operating system to "upper memory," which is the memory between 640K and 1MB.

	According to Al Nelson, “Programmer Jeff Wilson moved out of his apartment and lived in his office. There, on hallway-long printouts, he reverse-engineered Intel’s on-chip but undocumented ‘Big Real Mode’ that was the basis of Origin’s Voodoo Memory system.”

	Thanks to Wilson's skills (and notably finished in the devastating crunch time typical of OSI), the Voodoo Memory Manager was mandatory to run Ultima VII and many users, in the absence of proper documentation, struggled to even get the game started. Some, driven by exasperation, stopped entirely and decided to return the game (which weighed heavily on the company's balance sheet). For many, getting Ultima VII to run stably required hours of trial and error with autoexec.bat and config.sys, the two files that determined how the system was configured and which drivers were loaded into memory upon booting. Additionally, due again to the demands of the custom memory manager, Ultima VII was completely incompatible with Windows 3.X, Microsoft's graphical user interface operating system that was rapidly gaining market share.

	In spite of all of that, once the hardware and configuration issues were resolved, the user was greeted with a game that was so technologically advanced that it made competitors' products look bad from the very start. In 1992, CRPG fans had a large number of games to choose from, none of which stood up to Ultima VII. The seventh installment of the Wizardry series, Crusaders of the Dark Savant, finally implemented VGA graphics and support for sound cards, but with only modest sound effects. Darklands, an RPG by MicroProse, turned out to be too ambitious and out of control. Even with a development cost of over three million dollars and more than three years time, the EGA and VGA graphics were rudimentary compared to The Black Gate and the game was plagued by an embarrassing amount of bugs. Treasures of the Savage Frontier, another title in the SSI series, still used the GoldBox engine, which was outdated by this time. Clouds of Xeen, the fourth chapter of the Might and Magic series, featured good quality VGA graphics, a graphical interface designed for mouse use, and support for sound cards and digitized speech, but came with poor quality music and sound effects.

	In this panorama, Ultima VII stood out as superior not only from a programming standpoint but also for its innovations in user friendliness and immersion. The interface was completely removed from the majority of gameplay, freeing up the user to view and interact with the world in an unprecedentedly unhindered fashion. Additionally, the keyboard chat based dialog system present in every installment up to this time was replaced by a more comfortable mouse-based interface where the player simply clicked the keyword topics to converse with NPCs.

	In further attempts at innovation and player friendliness, Garriott continued to deepen some aspects of his game at the expense of other parts, which were simplified considerably. An infamous example was combat: while central in the first five chapters, it benefited from streamlining in the sixth episode. For Ultima VII, Garriott chose to simplify it further but unfortunately it was to the point of rendering it unsatisfying and even superficial. Roughly following a pre-set strategy, party members acted on their own, frequently leaving the screen to flee from or chase down enemies, sometimes only to die in remote and unknown places. For many, combat became the least loved element of an otherwise incredible game.

	The simplification of combat, however, was a clear indication that Garriott had a different set of priorities for this installment. He channeled both his and his staff's resources and creativity to other aspects he felt were more important. One of the most important of these aspects, and arguably the most famous trait of Ultima VII, was the creation of a vast, detailed, vibrant, interactive, and wholly credible game world.

	In Ultima V, for the first time, NPCs enjoyed their own lives, work activities, and daily commitments. This system evolved with Ultima VI, but the system reached its highest point in The Black Gate, with characters who got up in the morning, went to work or church, sat at a table to eat, and went back to bed in the evening. The player could follow them–in some cases it was even necessary to do so–and watch them work. NPCs could not only be observed, but also emulated at their trades, such as a humble baker creating bread dough from flour and water and putting it in the oven to be baked. 

	In the same way, the blacksmiths heated iron blanks in the fire of their furnaces and beat them with hammers on the anvil. The players, watching the NPCs work, could learn the correct sequence of actions necessary to obtain a finished good and eventually try to repeat it on their own. In some cases, it was even possible to ask NPCs to work in their shop and be paid for the items produced.

	In further attempts at unprecedented realism, NPCs no longer had only their iconic name and job (name, job, and health were the three keywords introduced in Ultima II), but each had a house (sometimes two-story, thanks to Jeff Dee's input), a bed to sleep in, stories to tell, and often secrets to hide, all thanks to the writing of the team of authors led by Raymond Benson. It was entirely up to the player to understand and choose how to proceed with each NPC. The player could use cunning dialog options in an attempt to convince the NPCs to reveal their secrets. Alternatively, or when the situation required, the player could act in secret, entering their houses to rummage through the cupboards and drawers, looking for evidence such as a diary or a knife stained with blood. Players could even take a heavy handed approach and kill an unsuspecting NPC in search of evidence, though this ran the risk of drawing the ire of guards, getting taunted by the Guardian ("Thou hadst best not do that, Avatar!"), or even being turned on by their own party members. This freedom of action was unprecedented, matched only in scale by the ambition to create a living, breathing world inhabited by over 200 NPCs. 

	Even the magic system changed direction. Benefiting from a similar point and click interface enjoyed in Ultima VI, magic was leveraged to help show off interactivity in Britannia. With combat practically set to auto, magic played less of a deadly role in encounters and instead was used to manipulate the world via mark and recall spells on stones of virtue, speaking with the dead in Skara Brae via seance, creating food in a pinch, and of course, through the use of the perennial telekinesis and unlock magic spells.

	The character creation phase, which had always been an iconic element in the saga, was reduced to the bare minimum in the seventh chapter. The player was asked to specify only the name of their virtual alter ego and to select their sex, which determined one of only two portraits. There were no starting stats or bonuses to consider. Neither were there classes, races, nor trades. Garriott decided not to reprise the fortune-teller's mysterious divination, a subtle departure from the virtues that echoed the state of the in-game world under the influence of The Fellowship. While magic spells were still gated by experience level, this experience could be attained through questing in addition to combat, which rendered the need to level up for the sake of survival much less important than previous games. The departure from previous installments was obvious immediately.

	Ultima VII began with an animated sequence very much in line with the events unfolding in Britannia: the intro titles were accompanied by a butterfly, flitting carelessly through a forest to light and cheerful music, only to be interrupted by the arrival of the Guardian, whose red face literally emerged from the monitor that the Stranger from another world (and thus the player) was watching. In the absence of a narrator, it was the enemy's turn to introduce the player to Britannia for the first time. All with the first digitized speech in the series, thanks to Bill Johnson. The Guardian’s eyes looked the Stranger up and down and then his deep voice intoned, "Avatar! Know that Britannia has entered into a new age of enlightenment! Know that the time has finally come for the one true Lord of Britannia to take His place at the head of His people! Under My guidance, Britannia will flourish. And all the people shall rejoice and pay homage to their new...Guardian. Know that you, too, shall kneel before Me, Avatar. You, too, shall soon acknowledge My authority–for I shall be your Companion...your Provider...and your Master!”

	After the Guardian's intrusion, the Stranger's monitor returned to the serene image of the trees, showing the coloredUltima logo. However, the player's alter ego had already understood that something was amiss. Leaping from the computer seat and out the back door, the Stranger found the portal that had led to Britannia so many times before was activated once again, signalling that it was time to leave.

	The actual gameplay began with the arrival of the Avatar in Trinsic, 200 in-game years after the conclusion of Ultima VI, but only moments after Petre, the stables caretaker and Iolo, long time adventuring companion of the Avatar had arrived at a brutal scene: Christopher, the town blacksmith, had been killed in what appeared to be a ritualistic murder. His dismembered body lay in a pool of blood while nearby, a wingless Gargoyle, Inamo, had been pierced by a pitchfork with such force that he was pinned to the wall. Trinsic's mayor, arriving shortly after and doubting that he was truly facing the Avatar, asked the foreigner to investigate the gruesome double murder. Soon the story would take a strange turn.

	After a brief investigation, the player should realize that Christopher's death had something to do with Batlin’s Fellowship and that Inamo was just collateral damage, killed as an inconvenient witness of a murder. The player was set on the trail of Elizabeth and Abraham, two high ranking leaders of the Fellowship, and Hook, the suspected murderer. While wandering Britannia and talking to the inhabitants of the cities, the Avatar learns that in his 200 year absence, the virtues had long been neglected, relegated to historical subject matter for only the wise and erudite, and slowly disappearing from the world.

	In what turned out to be a slow moral decline more than a Renaissance, the Fellowship, at least initially, turned out to be an organization that sought to help its members grow spiritually and improve themselves. The truth, of course, was very different: the Fellowship was an organization in which only the highest leaders were aware of its true purpose, while most members had decided, either spontaneously or out of fear, to live by a moral code that was not at all Virtuous. A code founded on fear and denunciation and upheld by members, drunk with arrivism who would not even begin to contemplate criticism of the organization. Those who tried to leave the Fellowship ended up like the unfortunate blacksmith, Christopher. Garriott explains, "It was all designed for the player to believe, at least initially, that Batlin was trying to spread positive values. I hoped players would want to enlist in The Fellowship, thinking that these were the new virtues of the game. It was not until they got further into the game, after they had ceded control and given public support to this movement, that they saw the brutality and the darker interpretations of these same virtues.”11

	The real purpose of the Fellowship was to pave the way for the Guardian, who was to enter Garriott’s fictional world through the titular blackrock portal, the black gate. Following in the wake of the crimes left by the twins Elizabeth and Abraham, the Avatar had to wander through Britannia to see how deep the moral decline, misery, and despair was, which was only an appetizer of the upheaval that the Guardian's arrival would bring.

	The overall setting of Ultima VII was therefore dark, a step back from the Age of Enlightenment which staged the second trilogy of the series. From the very beginning, the seventh installment's audience was confronted with raw scenes of violence, murder, betrayal, and threats, much of which were new to contemporary fantasy CRPGs. As the adventure progressed, other important topics were introduced. Drug addiction was included via the lens of silver serpent venom and the extremely difficult topics of xenophobia and racism were seen in the continued conflicts between humans and Gargoyles, despite the Avatar’s best efforts at bringing peace in the previous episode.

	Ultima VII’s story concluded with the arrival of the Avatar at the blackrock portal, just as the members of the Fellowship were about to complete their mission to bring the Guardian through the dark slab. The player was presented with two choices: they could either destroy the portal, preventing the Guardian from getting through but with themself forever stuck in Britannia, or they could use the portal to return home and let the Guardian ravage Britannia.

	Even if it substantially changed little–the “bad ending” consisted of only a few static screens with a written summary of subsequent events–it was noteworthy of Garriott's choice to let the player have total control until the end, even giving him the chance to save themself at the cost of the whole of Britannia. 

	Ultimately, however, both choices had negative consequences. By destroying the portal to save Britannia, the Guardian was free to take revenge directly on Earth, like Minax in Ultima II.  Of course, if the player had decided to give the Guardian unchecked access and found salvation in the portal, they would then have to live, so said the credits, with the remorse of their companions left to their fate, at the mercy of an enemy too strong to comprehend.

	Even with a storyline so grand in scope and a team of developers so massive, Ultima VII was far from perfect. The engine itself was not free of bugs, many of which were able to completely freeze the plot and prevent the player from completing the game. The open world, without any limits–apart from the first moments, stuck in Trinsic by the copy-protection system–was at the same time an incredible and unprecedented innovation, a stimulus to exploration as an end in itself and a design and programming challenge. Very often the delicate code built into the game, if the user decided to ignore the plot and travel at will in Britannia, would end up blocking some quests or displaying anachronistic dialogues with references to facts that had not yet occurred.

	The choice to put the whole game world in a single map had forced the game designers to make use of mountains, impassable on foot though circumventable with the flying carpet, to hide some dungeons, or to create huge buildings inaccessible from the outside, one in which they had created one of the final areas of the game. To prevent further complicating the engine, the programmers made do with what they already had in hand, using curious work-arounds, such as the infamous “room of the dead,” a small closed area, hidden as usual in an inaccessible mountain, where the devs stored killed NPCs waiting for the player to resurrect them. Another workaround was the double house of Alagner, one of the victims of Elizabeth and Abraham, which was created in two versions, one that can be visited by the Avatar after Alagner’s unfortunate murder and one visible only through a crystal ball, which, via the game lore, could show the Avatar the events in the “recent past” at that location. It was truly an exercise in creativity and programming with few precedents, only possible with a considerable deployment of talented forces.

	Ultima VII was met with good reviews by the gaming media, which praised the depth of plot, setting, and the excellent technical side though not without mentioning the poor performance of the game, even on the most powerful machines available at that time. Years later, the public and video game experts continued to consider it one of the best PC games ever, ranking it in tenth position in a 2011 PC Gamer survey.

	The game sold well, gracing Origin with strong earnings, but it had cost a million dollars in development and the profit margins were not as good as they used to be due to the high number of floppy disks as well as the usual rich packaging. The Super Nintendo and Super Famicom versions notwithstanding, Ultima VII was sold for PC in the usual cardboard box containing a cloth map, the triangular medallion of the Fellowship mimicking the one represented in the game, the floppies (either eight 5 ¼" or six 3.5" diskettes), the player reference card, a warranty card, a few other inserts varying by edition, and lastly, the 48-page Book of the Fellowship, which functioned as the game’s manual. This last item was an interesting document as it was “written” by Batlin himself. Not knowing that this was from an entirely unwholesome point of view and full of deliberate falsehoods, the readers started the game with a mindset much different than that of which they ended, all by Richard’s design.

	Mimicking Wing Commander, shortly after the publication of Ultima VII, an expansion was distributed called Forge of Virtue. In this add-on, the Avatar, using a ship provided by Lord British, travels to the Isle of Fire and is put to the test to show that they are still the embodiment of the three principles of True, Love, and Courage and must then destroy the last remnants of the power of Exodus.

	Having finished Ultima VII, Garriott was ready to start the next chapter and continue to the second installment of his third trilogy. It would not be that straightforward, however. Origin was about to face a new, difficult crisis that would change everything, rewriting the company's balance, and bring new opportunities and great challenges. 

	 

	 


Electronic Arts

	 

	“I made a conscious decision to ignore Atari and to focus on the next generation of technology. We had to operate like the Fremen of Dune, recycling our own saliva to live in the desert, to survive. We had to rebuild the industry brick by brick over a period of years.”

	 

	Trip Hawkins, We See Farther - A History of Electronic Arts by Jeffrey Fleming, Gamasutra

	 

	“We see farther.”

	 

	Advertising by Electronic Arts, 1983

	 

	“The problem was, creating worlds took a lot of disk space.” 

	 

	Allen Varney, The Conquest of Origin, The Escapist, 2005

	 

	Having broken off relations with On-Line Systems (later known as Sierra On-Line), the brothers Garriott, their father, Owen, and friend Chuck Bueche, started their adventure with the hope of never having to rely on a publisher again. The experience with California Pacific Computer Company (CPCC) and the Williams couple had been so unfortunate for Richard that he was convinced to risk his earnings and career in a high-stakes venture rather than continue to have commercial and contractual relationships with people he no longer trusted. The software industry's interest in Richard's games was very high. When Richard found himself orphaned by the CPCC, Robert found himself receiving many proposals from major publishers. Among the most generous of them was certainly that of Electronic Arts by Trip Hawkins.

	It was a three-year contract in which EA would purchase software from OSI in increasing quantities. Failure to deliver would terminate the contract. For the first year, expiring September 1st, 1986, EA was to buy $3.3 million worth of assets from Origin in order to extend the contract to the following year, at which total orders were to reach $9.3 million. Signing an affiliation agreement with EA must have seemed a great success, at least initially. Through Hawkins' company, Origin could gain access to the shelves of major chains like Toys "R" Us, which had made Nintendo's console a fortune in North America, allowing it to penetrate a market that seemed to have evaporated. The downside of the contract, however, was that Origin had to meet EA's minimum orders before selling to third parties.

	The first year there were no particular problems because the release of Ultima IV gave Origin a highly popular product, which EA was able to distribute and sell in large quantities. The problem arose the following year when Garriott, who had initially thought of creating an expansion of his previous game, Ultima IV Part 2, changed his mind and set to work on a completely new chapter. Origin's side projects alone had been unable to reach the expected share of sales to EA. By the end of the second year, therefore, OSI had sold assets for only $6.6 million, almost three million dollars less than the contract had stipulated.

	Under the terms of the trade agreement signed two years earlier, which expired on September 1st, 1987 without EA reaching the $9.3 million threshold, Origin could have terminated the contract and would have been independent again. This was a golden opportunity to Richard as he had felt betrayed by Electronic Arts. The bone of contention, once again, had been a CRPG that Richard felt was too similar to his own games in the Ultima series that EA was about to release: Deathlord.

	Written and programmed by Al Escudero and David Wong, Deathlord had many similarities to Origin's games, both for the interface and for the plot. For the former, the map was viewed from above in the top left box and the list of party members was in the right box. For the latter, the plot resembled Greg Paul Malone II's Moebius. Garriott's work had also had a strong influence overseas and had given rise, together with Wizardry, to the rich JRPG genre, but in the case of Deathlord, Richard couldn't accept that a company with which Origin collaborated could at the same time publish a title so similar to his works. Among the various accusations that Richard made at Escudero and Wong’s game was that Deathlord had been written reusing the tile sets personally designed by Richard and Ken Arnold.12

	When previously faced with this problem with Questron, Garriott had been able to negotiate the flatout cancellation of the title by Sierra. When SSI picked up the title for publication, Richard couldn’t have the game canceled but at least was able to force the company to give him credit, a minor but important win. While clashing with the determined and inflexible spirit of Trip Hawkins, however, Garriott did not have the same leverage as with the smaller companies in the past. 

	Origin was a company with a few million dollars of turnover per year, kept afloat mainly by the Ultima series, whose episodes at this point were only released every two years. EA, on the other hand, was already a small but rapidly growing colossus who was even beginning to sell overseas. Given this power imbalance, it’s no surprise that Garriott did not have the same luck with his demands with EA as he did with Sierra and SSI.

	Disappointed by Hawkins' negative response, Richard began to study the situation and look for another publisher with whom to enter into an affiliation agreement. The contract with EA, in fact, was about to expire without Hawkins' company being able to meet the termination clause.13 In truth, Origin could have done something to sell EA the assets needed to reach $9.3 million in revenue. Having recently bought back the rights to Ultima from Sierra On-Line, a small team of programmers led by John Fachini had been put to work to modernize the game. The development of Ultima V was still far from finished, but Origin could have provided EA with the first installment of the Ultima series that, having been released back in 1981 on Apple II, was unknown to most people. Garriott, however, had already made the decision to leave EA. He found Brøderbund to be a good business partner with which to move on from the now-hated Hawkins.

	By the mid ‘80s, EA had already built a solid reputation as an organization capable of conducting its business via the use of ethically questionable, yet perfectly legal methods. These characteristic features of their business dealings would later earn them the nomination and victory of “worst company in America” two years in a row for 2012 and 2013. In the ‘80s, however, the cogs of this machine, while not yet well known, were already in place and operating. The lawyers noticed that the delay for the expected release of the enhanced version of Ultima seemed meticulously calculated to expire the affiliate contract. So, before the fateful expiration of the contract on September 1st, EA's lawyers sent Origin a letter in which, in application of the contract clauses, they remodeled the expenditure that Origin had to make to meet the contract. EA applied a discount of $40,000 for each month of delay for the games that Origin was supposed to complete in the year, including Ogre and Moebius, and at the same time sent an order for $1.8 million.

	For added security, the letter made it clear that if Origin was unable to ship the products in the required quantities, the order had to be considered for an equal volume of any product to be shipped by September 1st, 1987. Between the $880,000 discount and the new order, EA had substantially fulfilled its part of the contract.14 Now it was up to Origin to decide what to do.

	The situation for OSI was serious. By failing to meet the order, Garriott’s company would have risked being taken to court for breach of contract but, at the same time, if it had shipped any product to EA in the amount necessary to reach $1.8 million, it would have given Hawkins' company the opportunity to exercise its right to return the unsold product. In either case, it could be the end for Origin. The game played by EA was unscrupulous, but perfectly legal, and the Garriotts could not afford to fight the hard battle they had reason to expect from Hawkins' company.

	Unexpectedly, Brøderbund came to their rescue and took Origin under its protective wing. They reached an agreement with EA, allowing Garriott's company to break free from the contract. Brøderbund, after all, had already earned the trust of Richard when they gave up the publication of Questron, ultimately forcing the Dougherty brothers to publish their game with SSI. What’s more, the Carlston brothers, founders of Brøderbund, had long since earned their company an image of fairness and reliability, being on the good side of software publishers. The affiliation with Brøderbund was not really meant to last and would only survive long enough for Garriott to finish Ultima V. The next chapter, Ultima VI, would be published and distributed directly by Origin and, together with Roberts' Wing Commander, would start the golden age of OSI, the era of greatest creativity and popularity of its games.

	Already in the second half of the 1980s, the video games industry was undergoing a rapid transformation, with several major companies competing for dominance through the acquisition of smaller companies. EA and Activision, in particular, were among the most aggressive companies, ready to conquer the market by buying small and promising companies and forcing their growth with massive investments.

	Contrary to what might have happened, Origin survived EA's attack, freed itself from the contract, and also won its independence from Brøderbund. Richard Garriott, who didn’t always demonstrate the virtues he had invited his players to follow, did not pass up the opportunity to humiliate his defeated opponent. In Ultima V, the first game to be released after officially parting ways with EA, he allowed himself the luxury of including the term "Electronic Arts" in the list of dirty words that NPCs were able to recognize and counter with a punchy line: “With language like this, how didst thou become an Avatar?” The jokes didn't end there. Richard introduced a merchant NPC named Hawkins in Ultima V. In Ultima VI, Garriott continued his revenge by assembling, central to the story mind you, the corsair Captain Hawkins and his crew of pirates including Bonn, Alastor Gordon, and Old Ybarra, references respectively to Trip Hawkins, Stewart Bonn, Bing Gordon, and Joe Ybarra, four of the highest executives of Electronic Arts. Not yet satisfied, he included several allusions to EA in Ultima VII: The Black Gate. Starting from the names of the two Fellowship assassins, Elizabeth and Abraham, the nickname of the Guardian, "destroyer of worlds” as a direct opposite of the Origin tagline "we create worlds," to the shape of the three generators used by the Guardian to enter Britannia and conquer it (the sphere, tetrahedron, and cube, the three figures that EA's logo comprised in the early ‘90s). Richard's jokes weren't limited to Easter eggs and cryptic references in his games. In the 1994 edition of his Britannia Manor haunted house, Garriott created a mausoleum dedicated to Pirt Snikwah (Trip Hawkins written backwards).

	Even Robert did nothing to hide his dislike for EA in his everyday working life. Before joining Origin, Jeff Johannigman had made a career at Hawkins' company where he was an associate producer. He was still in possession of a jacket from the company he had worked for previously and he didn't disdain wearing it on long days at OSI's offices. “I sometimes wore my EA jacket into work at Origin, until Robert Garriott teased me about [it], ‘How could you wear a jacket from such a terrible place?’ To which I immediately answered, ‘Because you haven't made any Origin jackets for us yet.’ Two weeks later, guess what all the employees got? Origin jackets!” Johannigman said.

	Overall, Electronic Arts was not seen in a positive light by the folks at Origin. The OSI staff had come to enjoy the corporate culture that had formed over the years, which was rooted in the hacker and goliardic soul of the first generation of Apple II programmers. Thus it was no surprise that Origin employees were shocked at the arrival of delegates from Electronic Arts. Al Nelson recalls, “we knew something was afoot when in June of '92, executives from EA showed up at Origin's facility for a tour. The cover story was a discussion of possible cooperation on console games.”

	The truth was quite different.

	The success of Wing Commander had made Origin famous and they were already working on the sequel. With the strategic decision to develop for the best hardware available, Ultima VII became an incredibly ambitious title, with a comprehensive soundtrack, digitized audio, short video sequences, and advanced graphics, to the point of surpassing all the competition's products. Costs were skyrocketing but profit margins for each game sold were modest. Origin's trademark was the quality and quantity of material included in each box. Unfortunately, there was a limit to the price at which games could be sold to the public and every gadget, booklet, and cloth map cut into the profit. However, there was another less visible but very real cost that had a substantial impact on Origin’s profits: the floppy disks on which the games were stored. 

	In 1992, the era of the CD-ROM was fast approaching. The following year would see the publication of the interactive film 7th Guest, developed by Trilobyte and published by Virgin Interactive and the groundbreaking game Myst, by Rand and Robyn Miller. With these games came an incredible boom in CD-ROM drive sales. The public’s reaction to 7th Guest, with its interactive adventure elements seasoned with puzzles and digitized movies, elevated it to become one of the first examples of a "killer-app," a piece of software capable of drastically changing the market balance and convincing many consumers to buy a new device just to play the game.

	In the second half of 1992, however, there was no reason to believe that the market would change so drastically and quickly, and Origin's ambitious games were stored on handfuls of floppy disks. Each one of these disks cost the company nearly a full dollar (which is nearly two dollars in today’s currency!), thus reducing the profit per unit of product sold.

	“That may seem like a trivial expense for a $70 game,” Beeman explains, “but of that $70, Origin only got the wholesale price, about $28. All of the manufacturing costs had to be paid up front, which meant borrowing money. The distribution channel also wasn't nearly as efficient as it is today; rather than move most of its units in the first month, a game would take most of a year to go through the bulk of its print run.”

	All of this was costing Origin a great deal of money. As the number of floppies the games needed increased, OSI was simultaneously investing millions of dollars in game development and hundreds of thousands of dollars in the magnetic media. This, in addition to the manuals and feelies included in the boxes, all required paying in advance in the hope that sales would support the company's accounts as quickly as possible.

	The decision to close the business relationship with Brøderbund and self-publish, cutting out an intermediary in the chain between producer and consumer, was made to give Origin higher profit margins, at least in theory. In reality, it had the opposite effect. Dr. Cat explains,

	 “Origin discovered the hard way how difficult it is to get paid by large retail chains. They had moved from being distributed by Electronic Arts, to Brøderbund, to doing their own distribution to keep more of the profits. But they found out the hard way, retailers won't pay you for the games you shipped them until you force them to. They would lie and say the check is in the mail or whatever. Until finally they call YOU and say ‘Your new Wing Commander game sounds good, send us 5,000 copies for our stores’ and you say ‘Not until you pay us for the copies of Ultima VI we shipped you’ and then surprisingly you have a check Fed-Ex’d to you that arrives the next day. Big companies, especially ones distributing games for other publishers, could keep this game up at a steady pace, but it was more difficult for Origin with its few product releases.”

	Thanks to the success of many titles, the money kept coming in. However, the company drifted into a dangerous situation where rising expenses risked dragging the company into collapse, despite the company's popularity, creativity, positive reviews, public appreciation, and sales of Origin products being at an all-time high.

	To make matters worse, at the turn of the 1980s and ‘90s, two speculative bubbles had exploded. First real estate and then oil went bust, dragging the US economy into the recession of 1990. Consistent with the economic emergency, banks observed a low-risk policy, lending only to established companies in traditional markets and charging increasingly high interest rates.

	As an additional blow, Ultima VII: The Black Gate and Ultima Underworld: The Stygian Abyss were supposed to be released for Christmas in 1991, but development took longer than expected. Both titles were unable to take advantage of the holidays and were only marketed in the early months of the following year. This was an egregious marketing misstep. Richard Garriott had himself immortalized when the journalist Russell Sipe of Computer Gaming World solemnly "decapitated" him with a toy sword. The photo was published on the internal newsletter Point of Origin with the caption: “for missing Christmas.”

	Even in the midst of all this trouble, the situation was somehow worse than it seemed.

	Al Nelson recounts, “In March of '92, a board of directors meeting noted 1991 earnings approached $15M USD, but the three games that slipped had cost the company $6M+ at a time when returns were unusually high and the size of the staff had doubled. Their thoughts distilled down to one word: ‘risk.’” 

	Less than two months after the “beheading,” a piece entitled “A View from the Top” appeared in Point of Origin. Below a photo of the directors' table with Robert, Richard, and Owen Garriott together with Bill Richards, the article listed the critical issues that had worried the executives: three products released late with more than six million dollars of losses; returns, mainly related to the difficult installation of the games, jumped to an unsustainable 12%; and difficulties in communication between offices and building security due to the abrupt growth of employees. The Worlds of Ultima series, although receiving strong reviews, had sales well below expectations. With a stroke of the pen, the board discontinued the series “unless/until a better angle can be found.”

	Behind the scenes, the higher-ups at Origin began to consider the options available.

	One of these was the possibility of listing the company on the stock exchange and the first steps were taken in this direction. Unfortunately, Robert soon realized that in order to make the IPO, the company needed to expand, absorbing other small developers. However, in doing so, its operations would become even more complicated, bringing additional costs and worsening the already fragile financial situation. Already at the limit of their managerial capabilities, OSI's top management was struggling to direct the various development teams working on numerous projects at the same time and a massive expansion of staff through the absorption of smaller companies was out of the question.

	It seemed that there was only one way to go: let Origin be bought by a third party and then count on the resources of the parent company to give it a breath of fresh air. On the front line of the bidding companies, of course, was Electronic Arts.

	The year before, EA had bought Distinctive Software Inc. for $11 million. The deal with Origin was greater than three times more expensive. Even for a giant like EA, it was a big financial commitment.

	Al Nelson continues, "It was much like Microsoft's strategy in those days. When a successful, publicly traded corporation is valued, the formula uses the real value multiplied by a number representing how long into the future their success will probably continue (Price to Earnings Ratio or P/E). EA, like Microsoft then, had a multiplier above 30. So, if either purchased a one-million-dollar company, their stock price reflected a thirty million dollar increase in value."

	If Trip Hawkins had still been in the lead, Richard would hardly have agreed, but by a fortunate set of circumstances, EA's founder had left to devote himself to an important but different project. While still sitting on the board of directors in 1991, Trip Hawkins launched himself into founding 3DO, whose main purpose was the creation of an innovative console, the 3DO Interactive Multiplayer, aimed at multitasking and multimedia. To do so, he had also brought along an old acquaintance: Bill Budge.

	 Hawkins' absence made it a much easier choice for Richard and EA was happy to buy Origin for $35 million.15 Robert, now a vice president of EA, was put in charge of the new wholly owned subsidiary while Richard was made creative director of Origin and an executive producer at EA.

	This was September 10th, 1992.

	It seemed like a win-win situation though unfortunately, it was not, as the first problems would soon emerge.

	 


Ultima VII: Serpent Isle

	 

	“Funny story–Serpent Isle started as a pirate adventure. Every game developer wants to make a pirate game, I think.” 

	 

	Warren Spector

	 

	“Serpent Isle, the continuation of Ultima VII, is often considered the best Ultima ever made. Though it’s look is mostly borrowed from Ultima VII, Serpent Isle offers a huge quest and some of the most fascinating characters and situations ever to be found in a role-playing game.”

	 

	Greg Kasavin, GameSpot editors' review

	 

	Garriott already knew what would come after Ultima VII. Having laid the foundation for the third trilogy, he knew that his new villain shouldn’t be defeated simply via a battle with the Fellowship leaders and the destruction of the black gate at the end of the seventh episode. Indeed, he already had plans for the eighth and ninth chapters. Specifically, he imagined transferring the action to a world fallen under the Guardian's control for the middle chapter and returning to Britannia for the final clash. However, even Richard’s best plans at times required adjustment to align with the greater needs of Origin.

	By the time Ultima VII’s incredible game engine was working smoothly, it was clear that it could be used for a new spin-off game. While the Worlds of Ultima series had been put to rest after two unsuccessful attempts, The Black Gate's engine had cost much more to develop than any previous Ultima and Origin needed to make the best use of the investment as possible. Jeff George recalls,

	“Despite positive reviews, neither Savage Empire [nor] Martian Dreams had made much money, and the Worlds of Ultima concept was scrapped. Instead, there was an idea that we could make two games set in Britannia with each iteration of the Ultima engine, beginning with Ultima VII. Richard would produce and direct the development of the ‘real’ Ultima VII, and Warren would produce and I would direct the follow-up. Ultima VIIb would be set somewhere in Britannia, following the events in Ultima VII, but we weren't supposed to do anything that would box Richard and his team in for the story in Ultima VIII.” 

	“Richard was working on U7,” Warren Spector continues, “and the company and I decided to make another game set in the Ultima universe. At the time, it made sense to me to make it a continuation or sequel of sorts to U7. But I didn't want to set it in Britannia for the simple reason that I never wanted to hear Richard say, ‘You can't do that. That would never happen in Britannia!’ Britannia was his baby and I wanted a baby of my own. So the world of Serpent Isle was born.”

	Jeff George’s original concept for Serpent Isle was a pirate adventure set on a tropical island. As with Martian Dreams, George was inspired by his own adventures into fiction while reading and watching films. “At that point, I was very into pirates and swashbucklers, particularly Tim Powers' novel, On Stranger Tides, and several films, including Rob Reiner's The Princess Bride, Roman Polanski's Pirates, and Richard Lester's classic Three Musketeers and Four Musketeers films from the 1970s, featuring Michael York,” he reminisces. 

	In order to link the pirate concept of the new game to the Ultima series, George and his writers set to work on creating stories of hidden treasures, zombies, voodoo magic, and curses. Free to create, George discovered an enthusiasm he had found wanting during the development of Martian Dreams. Jeff looks back, “to his credit, Warren was pretty much letting me run with my ‘Pirates of Britannia’ concept, and I was initially excited about the Serpent Isle in a way that I hadn't been about Martian Dreams. I actually felt passionate about the game I was designing again, which was a wonderful feeling.”

	The development of the encore chapter of Ultima VII began shortly after the canonical episode carried out by Richard's team finished. An important prerequisite for the near-simultaneous creation of two different chapters in the same series was that the second team could work with the engine created by the first one. This would reduce costs and prevent solving the same problems twice. However, the delay in releasing The Black Gate didn’t just ruin the previous Christmas for Origin, but also upset the project timelines.

	The team, led by George, had already set to work to make improvements to the engine written by their colleagues. They developed features that should have made the encore chapter unique and an appreciably improved evolution of the previous one. Unfortunately, with the delay of The Black Gate, many of the features that the Spector/George team developed, or were in the process of implementing, ended up being incorporated into Garriott's chapter. This, of course, was unpleasant for the second team as remembered by George, “I understand this from the company's perspective, but it was frustrating to watch our innovations get rolled into someone else's game, so that they would be old news when our game was finally released. This general state of affairs continued for at least six months, with my team in a constant holding pattern, waiting for Ultima VII to wrap and the engine to be handed off to us.” One of the major innovations developed by the encore team that didn’t get cannibalized for The Black Gate, however,was the evolution of the character sheet paper doll, which allowed the player to dress, equip, and manage the inventory of the Avatar and their companions.

	Between waiting to start genuine development and the disappointment with the features getting co-opted for The Black Gate, Jeff’s enthusiasm for Serpent Isle waned. During the worst moments of the six months spent waiting for Garriott's chapter to be published, the increasingly morose director of Serpent Isle received a job offer from another company and, after serious consideration, he took it. In Jeff’s words, “I described the offer privately to both Warren and Chris Roberts before I made a final decision. They were both aware of my frustration at Origin at the time, and agreed that I should probably take the offer. At the time, Origin had a strict policy of negotiating salaries and raises only once per year, and this was not that time, so I didn't see any point in trying to use the offer to improve my position at Origin. I made my decision to go, and handed in what I hoped was a polite and grateful letter of resignation, hoping not to burn any bridges.”

	With the exit of George, Bill Armintrout, who had been Jeff’s superior at Steve Jackson Games though only one of the writers for Serpent Isle, ended up leading the project. “In what I like to think of as The Night the Directors Left,” Bill recounts, “three of the directors (project leads) at Origin quit all at once. One of them was Jeff George, who had been instrumental in the early Wing Commanders, and then had worked on Ultima sequels. Since I was lead designer on the project, this left me as the de facto project lead.”16

	George wasn't the only one to leave during development. Raymond Benson, who occupied the author’s driving seat for The Black Gate, was only one of the writers for Serpent Isle. He also left Origin, but remained in the video games industry for a few more years, wrapping up in 1995, when he wrote and designed Dark Seed II. 

	Without George passionately at the helm of his plot, Spector realized that the story could no longer work. He describes, “The team and I could just never make it make sense in the context of an Ultima game, so I said, ‘let's make a more traditional Ultima game.’ And that's what we did. The fact that people took it as a direct sequel was purposeful, but Richard had very little to do with Serpent Isle, actually. Again, I guess he trusted me.”

	With the help of Sheri Garner Ray, the new project leader rewrote the Serpent Isle plot and introduced it to Spector, who forwarded it to Garriott for evaluation. Armintrout remembers, “We presented the document to our producer for approval. He said that he would send it along to Richard, but that he didn't think Richard would like it. (Our producer mentioned then that he had hoped we might make an Ultima with a pro-ecological message instead.) So the team was waiting nervously for a few days, waiting for Richard's verdict. At last, we were summoned to the producer's office...and Richard was very excited with the design! (And gave us permission to kill off Dupre!)”

	After years of collaboration, Garriott's confidence in Spector was so strong that Richard gave Warren the chance to take the story where he left it at the end of The Black Gate and evolve it. Garriot even allowed Spector to have a much-loved character meet his end, only to later feel a hint of regret. “While I was consulted periodically along the way,” Garriott digs into the past, “they drove the project very independently. Only for big items, such as the sacrifice of Dupre, which I still periodically willfully forget was I consulted.”

	The sequel resumed the story that occurred in The Black Gate. Eighteen months after the destruction of the blackrockmoongate, the Avatar was still in the world of Britannia when the chance finding of a message addressed to Batlin aroused concern in Lord British. Upon summoning the player, the ruler of Britannia ordered an expedition to the Serpent Isle, where Batlin had escaped. Together with the Avatar, Lord British decided to send Shamino, Dupre, and Iolo, the latter also driven by his desire to search for his missing wife who had disappeared more than a year earlier. The expedition, however, was destined to meet with great difficulty. Having teleported directly onto the coast of the island, the Avatar and crew were soon accosted by a magical teleportation storm, separating the company and depriving the Avatar of the powerful demon-possesedblackrock sword. The player, who suddenly found themself alone and almost unarmed, had to explore the island, recover their companions, and understand how to stop the Guardian's plans. The Guardian who, foreseeing a possible defeat, had instructed Batlin to take the escape route to Serpent Isle to implement a reserve strategy.

	With an engine identical to that of the first part, Ultima VII Part Two differed mainly in the gameplay, which was no longer truly open-world. Instead, Serpent Isle was more linear, forcing the player to face a series of missions, trips, and explorations, all in a tightly defined sequence taking place in a world that was just as large as Britannia in The Black Gate, but due to the continuous limitations on truly open travel, seemed smaller than it really was. Not to imply that the game was lacking in surprises, however. While wandering the island, the player would come across three cities which formed a civilization empirically hostile to Lord British’s rule. The denizens referred to the Britannian monarch as "Beast British" and considered him to be a ruthless and oppressive tyrant, denying locals the freedom to cultivate independent values and ethics by imposing the eight canonical virtues that many players had struggled to uphold in previous episodes. Following one of Garriott's favourite strategies, this episode employed an ideological point-of-view reversal; not all the inhabitants of Britannia had supinely accepted the virtues and on the Serpent Isle, there were those who had sought a different path and chosen to follow different principles altogether.

	Unfortunately, the player discovers that the three cities of Serpent Isle had ultimately not developed into bastions of positivity by their choice in direction. The inhabitants of Monitor, believing too much in courage, had become a group of bullies perpetually ready to use force. The denizens of Fawn, idolizing beauty, had become shallow narcissists. Lastly, the wizards of Moonshade, distrustful due to their use of magic for illusions and deceptions, formed a corrupt society comprising individuals without loyalty. The decadent societies of Serpent Isle thus embodied classism, selfishness, and corruption. This put the player against many moral puzzles, some more to make better sense of the adventure and reveal the exquisite world building than strictly to finish the game. One quandary in particular was to determine whether the crimes of some individuals were due to their own failings or to society at-large, a question philosophers have been pondering for centuries.

	Though extremely different in theme and structure from The Black Gate,Serpent Isle handily surpassed the already excellent previous episode in the minds of many fans. With a storyline and plot that was so well cared for, Serpent Isle was a project where the narrative and creative ability of the Origin team was able to rocket to its highest points. However, Serpent Isle did not thrive on its complex narrative alone.

	Micael Priest was the artist in charge of the portraits. Despite being color blind, Priest was a fiercely talented and experienced draftsman and veteran of the recording industry. “Our portrait artist was Micael Priest,” Armintrout recalls, “a wonderful fellow whose previous career had been doing art for the music industry. There was one unusual thing about him: he was color-blind. So Micael would ‘learn the palette’ for the portraits, and another artist would double-check from time to time, to make sure the skin tones weren't green!”

	Al Nelson, director of the art department, continues, “The fixed 256 color palettes games used in those days were often arranged in sets of hues–light to dark sets of red and blue, for instance. Micael was an excellent portrait artist and along with Karl Dolgner, who is almost completely deaf, did many of the Ultima character portraits. Unfortunately, to Micael, the range of fleshtones and the range of teal green in the palette looked identical–like gray shades. He once completed some nice portraits of what we assumed were aliens, until it was shown that he had used the wrong colors.” 

	As with Ultima VI, one of the critical points of development for Serpent Isle was the creation, characterization, and drawing of portraits for the numerous NPCs. Priest, in particular, loved to work from photos of real people to create realistic portraits. When all the faces of the small staff of Origin were completely used to create the characters of Serpent Isle, an old Ultima fan competition came to the team's rescue. The winners of this competition were contacted and their photographs were used for the NPCs that still lacked a portrait.

	Serpent Isle had another rather unusual feature for the time; its developers included the possibility that the Avatar would have sex with a female NPC named Frigidazzi. As had happened with Savage Empire, the designers wondered if they could implement two different interactions, depending on the gender chosen by the player for the Avatar. Bill Armintrout explains,

	“We weren't trying to set any records, it was just that there wasn't the budget or time to code an alternate path for a female Avatar. The one change I made, compared to Ultima VII, was to make the sex scene voluntary–that is, the player could opt out if he or she wanted to. We had great feedback on the Frigidazzi sequence from the playtesters, and I thought nothing more of it until very late in the production cycle, when the subject came up in a team meeting. To my shock, management announced that the scene was being cut from the game! There was complete silence–I think the team members were all in shock. I thought that it was the wrong decision, but I said that if they wanted it cut, I would go in and remove it (since I was the most familiar with the usecode for that part of the game). But for whatever reason, management never gave the final order to ‘remove it,’ and so Frigidazzi made it into Ultima history!”

	In addition to wanting gender-specific options for the Frigidazzi encounter, the entire project was initially much more ambitious. However, the approaching Christmas deadline of '92 was firm. Imposed by the acquisition of Origin Systems Inc. by Electronic Arts, the target led the staff to cut some parts of the plot in an attempt to shorten the development time. This strategy was not a good one, as the game was three months away from its scheduled release date, but it unfortunately set a precedent that would recur all too often, as fans of the series are bitterly aware. When the game was released, it was burdened with several flaws, including a clearly broken quest chain and inaccessible areas. Even an entire island, clearly marked on the game’s cloth map, was not reachable in game without the use of unscrupulous methods, be it “legitimately” through the item stacking or directly via teleportation in the cheat menu. In their rush to finish as quickly as possible, the developers of Serpent Isle left behind a hidden, though not wholly inaccessible, trove of unused code and several clues, which fans tried to decipher to guess the original design. There was a tremendous amount of unfinished work in the parts hidden between the actual game areas, which was at least partly reused for The Silver Seed expansion.

	Among the victims of the final cut was the animated introduction by Denis Loubet. Initially it should have been much longer and more complex, but towards the end of the development, the game had already reached a considerable size. Already pushing seven 3.5" floppy disks, the eightmegabyte rendered movie alone would increase the number of floppies needed by at least another five. Thus it was decided to replace the more detailed versions of the animated scenes, such as the rain on Lord British's castle and ocean water rippled by the waves, with ones resigning to static backdrops with less updating pixels between frames to save space. It was a difficult choice that thankfully preserved at least parts of the work, though sacrificing its quality to maintain the narrative value of the introduction. Other developers, when faced with similar dilemmas, had chosen more drastic solutions. Eye of the Beholder, for example, had its entire animated ending removed due to space constraints, replaced by a quick release to DOS and a laconic message of congratulations17 (though the sequence was thankfully implemented later in the Amiga release).

	Ultima VII Part Two: Serpent Isle was released only for PC and was the last game in the series initially distributed only on floppy disk. Thankfully, with the launch of 7th Guest, sales of CD-ROM drives skyrocketed and helped free game developers from the tyranny of the floppy disk with its crushing space and financial limitations.

	The CD-ROM revolution, by expanding the resources available to developers, could have saved at least the introduction, if not more Serpent Isle content. However, the management considered it premature at the time to publish the game on this new storage device and instead used the traditional floppy disks. They opted only for the more popular 3.5” diskettes, foregoing the 5 ¼" floppies from this point on. However, there would soon be a great many rewards to reap from the introduction of the CD-ROM to video game development, even if game designers would initially have to face a series of difficulties to understand how to properly exploit this new device. As you'll see, the introduction of the new magneto-optical media ended up being both an opportunity and a challenge for CRPGs that, until the early 2000s, would usher in the progressive decline of the genre.

	 


Origin and Electronic Arts Culture

	 

	“In a nutshell, would Dallas still be able to dress up as a barbarian warrior on Halloween?”

	 

	Mike Simms

	 

	“I think the main thing that changed after EA bought Origin was a shift from being focused on long-term goals to quarterly ones. I don't think EA was ever really comfortable with long-term projects like the Ultimas and Wing Commanders that Origin was known for.”

	 

	Herman Miller

	 

	Founded in 1983, Origin Systems Inc. was born just like many other companies in the budding games and computer industry; founded by a handful of people with lots of ideas but little money and experience. Similar to companies like Atari, Microsoft, Automated Simulations, and countless others, the first months of OSI were spent in the garage of the founders' house. It was an inauspicious beginning that the Garriotts had in common with, among many others, the two Steves, Jobs and Wozniak of Apple. Though whether or not that was better than Nolan Bushnell and Ted Dabney's Atari, whose first home had been the bedroom of one of their daughters,18 is debatable. The other similarities were numerous.

	In the years following its founding, despite the great difficulties, economic constraints, and uncertainty, Origin expanded its staff and grew steadily without substantial changes in its organization and structure. Above all, production methods remained the same for four years. Robert Garriott, thanks to his business skills and level head, remained at the top of the company as a guide, while the creative aspects remained in his brother Richard's hands. The arrival of freelance programmers was the only real innovation of this period, giving Origin the incubator-like characteristics it would come to be known for. 

	In the second half of the ‘80s, the market was in the midst of a transformation. While games developed by a single programmer were still the majority of titles sold, the creation of small teams was an increasingly common phenomenon. In particular, this was especially widespread in the collaboration between programmers and musicians. Martin Galway, for example, had contributed to several Ocean games before he was hired by Origin to write soundtracks. Artists were increasingly welcome as well. At Origin, Denis Loubet’s position as artist was already well established by this time, putting him in charge of designing, not just the graphic tiles and game introductions, but also the cover art, packaging, and illustrations for the manuals.

	By the end of 1991, Origin had grown to a hundred employees. The success of Chris Roberts' games earned him a promotion to producer and gave the company a new IP to exploit in addition to Ultima. Also at that time, Dallas Snell was promoted to a vice president position in product development.

	All in all, there were five development teams. Richard Garriott was the producer of his series, naturally. Chris Roberts produced the “commanders” series (which included Wing Commander and the new Strike Commander in development). Warren Spector and Scott Russo each had a team producing new Origin titles. Lastly, Virgil Buell was in charge of porting games for foreign platforms, the most prevalent being the Japanese market on Fujitsu's FM-Towns platform.

	One of Origin’s more substantial administrative changes was directly dependent on vertical organization. So far, the producer and director had usually been the same person (who were often also the head designer, head programmer, and sometimes even the graphic designer). Thus the projects had been created and developed mainly by one person, with the involvement of a small number of collaborators for minor assistance. When the role of the producer had been outsourced, however, it happened that one producer had several teams working under them on different projects. This happened to Warren Spector when he was producer for both Ultima Underworld II and Serpent Isle.

	For the first time, there was a creative divide between those in control of production and those who had to carry it out creatively. This prompted Jeff George to meditate on the direction the video games industry was taking and it wasn't just an internal change within Origin, but a revolution taking place everywhere. In a couple of years, it went from projects developed by one man to several teams of professionals at work with a common point of reference: the producer. In George’s words:

	“Producers like Warren were intended to oversee several such projects at once, each with a ‘director’ leading the development team. In previous years, the author of a game served as producer, director, lead programmer, and often artist and writer; Chris's Times of Lore and Wing Commander and Richard's early Ultima games were created by true auteurs. But when production moved in house, and the roles of producer and director were separated, it became unclear who was supposed to provide the creative vision–the producer or the director? 

	“I worked for 50 to 80 hours a week for most of a year on Martian Dreams, but it felt like a job in a way that Bad Blood and Wing Commander never did. The person with the passion for the version of Martian Dreams that actually got made was Warren, but as a producer, his attention and time were divided between several projects at any given moment. Working on this project made me realize that with the direction that the game industry was going, the people actually doing the creative work on a game were not the people with creative control–a frustration that would drive me entirely out of the industry a year or two later.”

	Like writers and artists, programmers, sound engineers, and musicians were organized into departments whose resources were allocated to the producers' projects. Each department had its own manager: David Roach, who recently succeeded Galway, was music and sound manager; Mike Simms and Al Nelson, who had just joined Origin, were writing and computer graphics managers respectively. 

	Mike Simms had joined Origin as director of the creative writers team, but soon after his arrival, a department for game translation and localization was created under his direction. His last, and unforgettable, job interview before he was hired had fallen on Halloween in 1991 when the future writing manager was confronted by Dallas Snell fully dressed in a tribal fur coat. 

	Al Nelson had also just joined the company. With a background in television as an engineer in film and music production, Nelson found himself increasingly drawn to the creative side of his work. Spending much of his day with designers and artists, he developed skills as a digital artist leading him ultimately to art direction. His experience in the television industry earned him an edge during his hiring interviews at Origin and, once he joined the company, he found himself heading a large team of designers and artists. Nelson joined Origin Systems as employee number 74, but after him, hiring picked up speed. By the end of the year, there would be eighteen computer artists on his team alone, while the rest of the company would have 42 programmers, six musicians, seventeen people in technical support, ten playtesters, twelve creative writers, ten sales resources, and a technical specialist.

	In the wake of the sale of Origin to EA, Nelson described the organizational situation with a feudal metaphor: “The authority was divided between the business operations side and the product development side. You could consider them churchmen and nobles, respectively.” Nelson described the figure of Richard’s father, Owen Garriott, thanks to his shareholder position as a company founder, as somewhat similar to that of the Pope. “He was an honored guest, from time to time, but not involved in the daily operations,” Nelson explains. 

	Nelson’s metaphor went further, “Richard's brother Robert was both Origin’s President and a full-time executive at another company. His family connection and MIT business degree cast him as a cardinal. He lived in another state, but was on site several times per year and was a key business advisor and negotiator, esp. in Japan. Fred Schmitt, technically the top manager at the studio, was more like an archbishop directing groups of marketers, sellers, packagers, and shippers.”

	Origin had grown so large that it came to occupy the offices of a neighboring building with Dallas Snell’s office located in the secondary section. Nelson continued, “literally across the parking lot, in another building, Dallas Snell was the appointed regent of product development. Even his business card listed his job title as ‘King of Dancing.’”

	In the Medieval subdivision of society, the producers took the place of the princes: Richard, Chris, Warren, Alan Gardner, Virgil Buell, and Andy Hollis were responsible for the production processes. Nelson describes, “the princes held the money and we guild masters supplied the workforce of people trained in programming, art, music, game design, and the like. We met monthly to allocate the resources. Producers would tell us how many of each specialization they needed and were willing to pay that month and we assigned the people from our rosters.”

	It was a highly competitive organization where the producers had to compete for resources by making the best use of their budgets. The staff available to the departments was never more than barely sufficient because, generally speaking, those who were not assigned to a project ended up losing their jobs. Therefore, department managers, like producers, had an incentive to economize and ensure that the resources available were sufficient but not excessive.

	Origin's remuneration was generally lower than that of the competition. Beeman, at the peak of her career with the Texas company, had been project director of Wing Commander II, undoubtedly OSI's most important and successful title to date, yet her salary had remained substantially low. Moving to California to work at the newly formed 3DO of Trip Hawkins, a company whose wages were more in line with the market, Beeman didn’t just receive a substantial raise, she tripled her salary! Additionally, the working hours at Origin were blisteringly tough. 

	Typically, when development reached a critical level and important deadlines had to be met, work shifted to crunch mode. Origin’s infamous crunch time demanded seven days a week, from 7:00 a.m. until midnight, and it was not uncommon for Originites to bring a cot, install it in the office or corridor, and use it to rest for a few hours then resume work immediately. In addition, as the Point Of Origin newsletter had repeatedly made clear to employees who asked for information on overtime payments, employees were not entitled to overtime compensation as it was expected that the assignment could be completed with "reasonable hours (minimum 40 hours per week)."19

	Such a commitment, while arguably brutal, was far from uncommon in the computer industry. The MOS team, led by Chuck Peddle, had worked day and night for weeks to plan, design, and test the 6502 integrated circuits, resting only a few hours in dormitories improvised in the corridors and store rooms. More recently, in 2004, such exhausting working hours were still frequent, even in a big company like Electronic Arts. This atmosphere was brought to light by Erin Hoffman in her blog EA Spouse20 with the ultimate consequence of a class action suit of more than fourteen million dollars.21

	The below average salaries and grueling shifts were frequently cited as the reason for the departure of important members of the Origin team. Jeff Johannigman, for example, found himself reflecting on the bad drift that the video game industry had taken, precisely because of the devastating crunch times that were increasingly required of Origin developers to finish games on schedule. Those considerations eventually drove him away from video game development for good.

	According to Dr. Cat, only managers at Origin had a salary of over $30,000 a year. Developers, even the most skillful, regardless of their accomplishments, stopped at the $29,500 mark. Again, according to Dr. Cat, John Miles had finally left Origin for Dell, resulting in a massive salary increase. 

	Dr. Cat, however, was not formally an employee of Origin. Contractually, he had remained a freelancer, and therefore enjoyed better financial treatment. This gave him an advantage which he understandably sought to maintain. In the early 1990s, however, Origin's management attempted to reduce the presence of freelancers in the firm.

	“I was the last contractor at Origin,” Dr. Cat recalls, “they had decided ‘let's move all the freelancers and contractors into salaried positions and have everybody be an employee.’ Richard had asked me, ‘Cat, why don't you want to become an employee too?’ I said it was because I was making $3,000 a month as a contractor.”

	Since the initial proposal was favorable, Dr. Cat had agreed. Unfortunately, during the preliminary phase of the development of Runes of Virtue II, Dr. Cat's role changed from programmer to writer, resulting in a salary cut.

	Dr. Cat explains, “I said ‘Ok, I quit then.’ [...] I took 'Manda to lunch and talked to her, she came back and submitted her two week's notice. I called Dan Goldman and had jobs for us as creative director and art director of Tangent Online the same day. Two weeks later, she drew a dolphin looking in through a porthole on her computer in Deluxe Paint, put the caption ‘So Long And Thanks For All the Fish’ on it, left it on her screen, and walked out for good.” 

	Dr. Cat and Manda were the first OSI employees to leave the company to create their own video game studio, something that would become increasingly common during the second part of the ‘90s.

	Even with the serious wage and hours issues, the gregarious and supportive spirit of the early years of Origin remained a proud part of the corporate culture. Teams were held together by various activities organized by the “Entertainment Committee” in the offices and on organized trips. Though the staff was already large and growing quickly, the Originites were still able to get to know each other by name or, at the very least, by sight.

	While the Entertainment Committee did fantastic work, the activities organized directly by Richard Garriott, either meticulously planned or wholly impromptu, were the true social heart of the company. Since the days in New Hampshire, Richard had spent increasingly more energy and money organizing his “House of Horrors” on Halloween. As time went by, and his budget increased, the House of Horrors had become a tradition and materialized into a semi-permanent installation in his Austin hilltop home, Britannia Manor Mk II. It was this legendary house where Richard often organized events including his unmissable birthday parties (which, incidentally, coincided with Independence Day).

	Over time, his birthday parties became progressively more structured and grandiose. One event was particularly memorable for the excessive number of people who had attended, mainly in part due to the sheer number who had not been invited but had nevertheless found a way to attend. That event was known as Thunderdrome, which was a direct reference to the third film in the Mad Max series. After Thunderdrome’s unintended masses, Richard had to reign it in a bit and, above all, limit the number of guests.

	In addition to the parties and planned events, Richard involved his staff with impromptu recreational activities. One of his favorites was paintball. Todd Porter recalls, “When we were at Origin in those days it was a family not a company. [...] Richard would always open up his mansion to everyone in the company, celebrating Fourth of July or Christmas, etc. Additionally, he would sponsor games like paintball on his sprawling property up in the hills.”

	Back then, Porter remembers, there wasn't standard paintball equipment and you had to make do with what you could find. The protective gear in particular comprised any and every assorted tool or object that could be cannibalized for the shooting matches. As these improvised protective items were not designed specifically for paintball, the risk was not insubstantial. Porter continues,

	“On one occasion, we were playing a paintball game with Chris Roberts, and Richard and Dallas Snell and the gang. [...] We played with heavy clothes and painters goggles for protection. Painters goggles, by the way, were used by painters to make sure they didn’t get paint in their eyes when they painted a house...not meant to protect your eyeball from a 300 feet per second projectile! We played all afternoon and in one of the last games, I was walking in the scrub brush and sweating like crazy in the Texas heat so I decided to take off my goggles and wipe the sweat that was stinging my eyes. Just as I had taken off the goggles, I heard Richard yell something and when I turned to look in his direction (he was in full camouflage), he shot me with his paint gun. The paintball hit my right eye, tore out my tear duct, and caused a macular hole. I screamed out and everyone came running and they were trying to calm me as I was trying to put what I thought was my eyeball that I felt in my hand, back in my eye socket. I turned out it was just a paintball (probably the one that hit me). They rushed me in Richard’s car to the emergency room where I proceeded to throw up (from shock) on the attending nurse.”

	The accident did have a comical consequence at least. “Truth is, it was a complete accident and I never blamed him for it and we remained friends ever since–although I wish I had a dime for everytime someone says ‘Hey aren’t you the guy who Richard blinded in one eye?’” Porter laughs.

	In the Origin offices, paintball was a popular activity and so Richard's collection of fake weapons was used for the famous Savage Empire team's publicity photographs. Taken in the lobby of the Wild Basin II building, programmers, graphic designers, and writers from spin-off title were portrayed holding both real and toy weapons. 

	There was a strong passion, shared at all levels, for creating good games. This passion came with a tremendously strong sense of identity and the belief that OSI was a pioneer in the video games market, able to express itself through its unique and special products. These widespread feelings of solidarity were a source of concern even before the sale to Electronic Arts; with the progressive expansion of the workforce, the division into two different buildings, and the growth of the company, many had highlighted the importance of preserving the culture, believing that this was central to the smooth functioning of the company and the keystone to developing important and original games.

	Thus the arrival of EA's delegates did not escape the attention of Origin's employees. One of them wrote to "Point Man" for an answer in his column on Point of Origin that alluded to what would later be presented as the 3DO Interactive Multiplayer, the platform fathered by Trip Hawkins. "As your beacon of truth, I took the question to Fred himself. As he explains it, EA and Origin have been talking about some joint ventures in Sega/Genesis development. Although the two companies haven't done a lot of cooperative projects in the recent past, talks started in earnest early this year and have been very positive. There's even some chance that the companies might work together on a totally new coming platform, shown to Richard and Robert under deep cover and non-disclosure at June CES in Chicago. That platform would have deep-pocketed backing from a major corporation in the United States and a different corporation in Japan."

	When the truth surfaced, Origin's employees were stumped. Until only a few months earlier, they had enjoyed making derogatory references to Trip Hawkins and his company and now they found themselves employees of a wholly owned subsidiary of EA. Nevertheless, the acquisition brought an immediate positive effect; with the support of Electronic Arts, Origin had stopped fighting for its survival. Salaries even began to rise, though not immediately. So much so that a few years later, Beeman, who had recently returned to Texas, was able to return to OSI and find that salaries were now comparable with those at other companies.

	Higher levels of Origin's management received generous stock options and several times the internal Point of Origin newsletter invited readers to meetings on how to access this benefit. Shortly after the purchase, equity packages doubled, making those who received stock options even richer, while EA closed the fiscal year with a record high.

	Origin's newly found financial strength was a nice change. After years of continuous crisis and instability, OSI employees could take a much needed breath of fresh air. With EA's resources, the company no longer had to fear a market shudder, rise in interest rates, or hiccup of inflation to see its accounts go into the red and risk closing. Not only that, OSI began to grow again, hiring dozens of specialists in each field. They were able to put new development teams in place on new products which also required additional space for new offices. So the number of employees grew again, this time at an unprecedented rate. It had taken almost eight years to reach a hundred employees, but in just over a year, that number doubled. 

	The arrival of so many new faces made the old guard fear that the spirit of Origin, already threatened by the acquisition, was somehow watered down. Despite assurances that nothing would change and that the productive and creative organization of OSI would remain in the hands of the now-subsidiary company (and not be given to the managers of EA), there was widespread concern that this would absolutely not be the reality. 

	In fact, the misunderstandings with EA started right away. Again, Al Nelson explains, “They gave us California beach accessories with the EA logo, because we were in the middle of Texas, 500 miles from seawater. They gave us Sega game consoles, because we were PC game specialists.”

	It didn't take long for EA to start flexing their managerial muscles, strongly influencing at first and quickly evolving into direct control over Origin's production and organisational choices. The “Medieval” organization based on the “guilds” of programmers, artists, and musicians was radically changed in favor of a new model. Nelson continues, “After EA, we switched to a system where artists (and programmers, designers, et cetera) were directly employed by producers, full time. So, instead of being an artist working on Ultima this month, you became one of Richard's dedicated artists or programmers or other specialists. The intent was an early kind of agile development, where all people required to make a game were put in one workgroup built around the game, instead of existing in horizontal workgroups divided by specialization.”

	This new organization had its strengths and weaknesses. Putting the game at the center of the working group strengthened the relationship between the staff but at the same time reduced the depth of specialization. Starting from the “Medieval” definition given by Nelson, the change wanted by EA was a sort of industrial revolution; the guilds of craftsmen left the space in favor of less refined but more efficient productions.

	Another consequence of Origin's acquisition from EA was that external management began to directly influence internal decisions. To do so, a videoconferencing system was installed that allowed the west coast managers to participate in project presentations and vote directly. Very often the result was negative. The projects not given a green light were trashed, forcing the producers to go back to the drawing board and invent something new. 

	After some time, it became obvious that most projects did not see the light of day, having either been destroyed in the proposal phase or cancelled at some point in development. The staff understandably began to find the situation frustrating. But unbeknownst to them, the most severe consequence of the acquisition was that Origin, now fueled by EA’s massive coffers, rocketed away at top speed into unfamiliar territory.

	 


Out of Control

	 

	“There was a period of relaxation, where it felt like we had a bit more economic stability. It was a change since the organization had lived month-to-month in recent years.”

	 

	Al Nelson

	 

	“We doubled the size of the company from 200 to 400 that first year. We went from 5-10 projects to 10-20, and staffed those projects almost entirely with inexperienced people.”

	 

	Richard Garriott, The Conquest of Origin, The Escapist, 2005

	 

	“All of a sudden, we had much bigger budgets and we spent EA's money and then some. We were never any good at budgets and schedules at Origin!”

	 

	Warren Spector

	 

	Unbeknownst to Garriott, two of his old connections, Ken and Roberta Williams, were entering a similar phase of their career in the industry. After the video games crash of 1983, the company recovered admirably, grew substantially, and ultimately peaked rather impressively in the early ‘90s. In contrast to Origin, the Williamses had chosen to take their company public via listing it on the stock exchange to continue growing. In February 1996, just a few years later, CUC International offered to buy Sierra On-Line shares at a price 90% higher than the market price.  At $48 per share instead of $25, Ken, as CEO, saw no reason not to sell. He recalls,

	“After Sierra was sold, my vision had been that the new owners would WANT Roberta and I to continue doing games. I was always jealous of our own developers. They got to build cool products, and I got to go to meetings. My vision post-sale was that I would be able to focus on doing product–and try to build one hit game per year. Unfortunately, that's not how it works in the real world. I hate to sound bitter (which I'm not)–but, when someone buys your company, they want to do things their way–not yours. I'm not making this up, and it isn't something that was unique to Sierra. It is common, in business, that post acquisition, the prior regime gets flushed. Neither Roberta, Al or me were ever offered another game at Sierra. It just hasn't happened.”22

	In this respect, Garriott could rejoice as Electronic Arts didn't immediately send their management teams to dismantle the old system. On the contrary, they let Robert lead the subsidiary, granting him the position of vice president of EA while leaving Richard the role of creative director. EA wanted Richard to continue making games as well as Chris Roberts, whose Wing Commander was the hot game of the moment, being a product that teased becoming one of the very first movies inspired by a computer game. Nevertheless, the changes were still radical and rapid. EA, which had invested $35 million to purchase Origin Systems, was ready to put in all the resources needed to make that investment pay off. For OSI's management and development teams, who had always been used to working to make every dollar invested pay off, the rain of money was difficult to manage and created some major imbalances.

	Richard recalls, “This was a huge strategic mistake; we couldn't manage that type of rapid expansion and we wasted a lot of their money. The first thing we did was split our teams in half, which meant that some teams had second-tier leadership. We bought a new building that was twice as large as our existing space and moved into it. Then we doubled the size of our staff.”

	The first reaction to the influx of cash was flat out euphoria, which did little to help the Origin staff maintain lucidity. After years of tightness, employees at the company's highest levels had suddenly become millionaires. Wages had risen across the board and EA's management had no problem guaranteeing increases and premiums like rain. However, this was a double edged sword as EA were absolutely not inclined to give second chances to those who failed. Al Nelson draws a grave but amusing mental image, “They joked that in the game of carrot and stick, reward and punishment, they specialized in beating people with the carrot.” This ultimately worked in opposition to how Origin had operated for years.

	Origin's corporate culture exemplified the mentality of the small creative company that lived on the edge. They routinely alternated success with missteps but always with the strong preference for forging new and innovative paths. Creating something new and unique was fundamentally in Origin’s DNA. Warren Spector explains, “I always felt we were genuinely trying to change the world. There was a feeling of creating something new, of being on the cutting edge; that was incredibly exciting. That, more than anything else, drove people to do exceptional work.”

	Despite their limited resources prior to EA, Origin's staff had never been afraid of failure. Because of the culture at-large, many programmers had attempted myriad difficult feats and failed. Often, however, those failures helped both programmers and designers adapt, learn from their mistakes, and ultimately improve themselves. Before Wing Commander, the titles in the Ultima series had been Origin's main source of revenue. Attempting to diversify, many programmers attempted to either follow in Richard's footsteps with Medieval fantasy or try something new entirely, both ultimately to some benefit to Origin. The partial failure of the Times of Lore, for example, had turned into the success of Ultima VI. From such an ambitious game that received little love from the public, the Origin devs were able to learn a great deal from it and make the most of those lessons in the next game. Siobhan Beeman recalls,

	“We started with the vision of what we wanted the game to be–a vision generally inspired by our love of film–then busted our asses to figure out a way to pull that off. By contrast, companies like LucasArts or id started with an idea of what it was possible to do, then crafted killer gameplay around that. When our creative vision turned out to be achievable in a reasonable time (as with Wing Commander I and II), we hit home runs. When the creative vision turned out not to be achievable, development dragged on until the next year (or beyond), when improvements to the hardware made it achievable.” 

	In contrast, with EA at the helm, the maneuvering space was reduced. Resources were never lacking, but the priorities had changed. Now the management wanted lucrative results from every title released and was ready to summarily strike games that did not seem likely to reach success. The development timelines, which were a weakness of the Texas based company, were destined to go critical under the new regime.

	The first demonstration of this incompatibility took place immediately after the acquisition in September. Ultima VII Part Two should have been completed by Christmas 1992, ready to populate the shelves in anticipation of the most wonderful time of the year. Origin’s development of Serpent Isle, naturally, had been delayed and just before the Christmas season, it was clear to everyone that the team would not finish by the deadline. Under pressure from EA's managers, executive producer Dallas Snell and producer Warren Spector began making cuts in an attempt to keep to the schedule. While they attempted to keep as much as possible, the game was released with the previously mentioned broken quest chains and clear signs that much more was designed and started than what was ultimately made available to the public.

	It was a dangerous precedent to set. An unfortunate story that would repeat itself several times, drastically affecting the development of a substantial number of other games.

	The teams that Dave Albert, Richard, and Robert had created through years of work and careful selection were not prepared for what was happening. EA was an aggressive, fast-growing company, ready to spend as much as necessary in order to earn even more. The newly hired teams, lacking in skill and experience relative to their veteran colleagues, certainly tried their best. However, it soon became apparent that the Origin development machine was running on empty as EA's managers, via teleconference, ended up trashing more projects than they approved.

	The first batch of games offered saw a soberingly high number of cancellations. “Two years later,” Richard Garriott recalls, “we realized that about half of those games in development weren't going to be successful, and they told us to abandon them. For us, this was a new and very different way of doing business. Origin had never canceled a single game. Going into the next game, that same team would be considerably stronger. But now we were playing by EA’s rules.” 

	One of the first victims of EA management’s freshly sharpened axe was the Ultima VII engine spin-off, Arthurian Legends. The brainchild of Brian Martin, this spin off would have linked the Avatar to the legend of King Arthur. The project was born entirely from the bottom up by Origin employees who had first proposed it to Richard, where it was greenlit. From there, the project was allocated a staff of seven programmers and game designers, including Sheri Graner Ray and the unofficial involvement of Spector and Garriott. Even if the idea behind the project (i.e. to recycle the engine of an Ultima for a spin-off game) wasn't new, Arthurian Legends had nothing to do with the Worlds of Ultima series, which was cancelled less than a year earlier during the meeting that paved the way for the sale to EA. The end result was not much different, however. After nine months of development, which included a substantial body of completed work, the team suffered reductions via continuous moves to other projects. When only Martin and Graner Ray remained, the project was cancelled completely, despite being in an advanced state of development. 

	Akin to a crime scene, someone drew a chalk outline around the mortal remains of Martin, the developer whose project had been tragically shelved. As it was to be a game about King Arthur, the drawing was accompanied by a stylized crown and the inevitable sword, pulled presumably from the proverbial stone. Over the next few days, colleagues paid tribute to the fallen, bringing flowers and other offerings. The silhouette remained long enough to be photographed and appear in the next issue of Point of Origin.

	Unfortunately, this was not an isolated case. There would soon be many more titles added to the list of projects fallen victim to EA’s heavy handed approach to project management and the worst was yet to come.

	Warren Spector illustrates the situation perfectly, “For the first couple of years, EA’s acquisition of Origin changed the place for the better in nearly every way. EA brought some much needed structure to our product greenlight and development processes. And we certainly got bigger budgets! We were able to do more and cooler things than we'd been able to do before. In most ways, though, EA gave us a lot of rope–enough to hang ourselves, as it turned out!”

	 


Ultima VIII: Pagan

	 

	“Richard envisioned Pagan as the middle part of a trilogy featuring the Guardian, which began with Ultima VII and ended with the Avatar returning to Britannia in Ultima IX.”

	 

	Herman Miller

	 

	“By Ultima VIII, all of the in-game graphics, which had been hand drawn sprites in U7, were retouched 3D renders. The retouching gave them a look similar to Ultima VII, but the 3D aspect made the animations more consistent and helped us improve the vertical aspects of gameplay.”

	 

	Al Nelson

	 

	“I do remember one especially talented QA tester (Starr Long) who found lots of tricky bugs in the game. Some of the bugs were pretty obscure, but his descriptions were very helpful in tracking down the problems. He went on to become QA lead and the director of Ultima Online.”

	 

	Herman Miller

	 

	Having finished Ultima VII: The Black Gate, Richard Garriott immediately meditated on what’s next for Ultima. The Serpent Isle staff took charge of the narrative with respect to the events following Batlin's escape. As we’ll see, this ultimately interfered with Garriott's plans, who was initially more focused on the technical aspects of his new chapter. As with every chapter, Garriott wondered how to reimagine the game’s engine and what fresh directions to give to his programming staff.

	In an interview at "The Gamers' Forum's Ultima VII" conference on July 8th, 1992, less than three months after the release of The Black Gate and eight months before Serpent Isle, Garriott revealed that his intention was to give the player the chance to perform more actions than they could do in the previous chapter. Confirming his intent to continue along the real-time combat path taken for Ultima VII, Richard stated his desire for players to jump, crouch, and even fly.23 Realizing the difficulties that those enhancements presented with a traditional party system, as the companions would need to be programmed intelligently enough to act in tandem with the player's actions, Richard announced that it was most likely that users would only have control of the main character in the upcoming chapter. 

	Not only that, Richard described Monkey Island 2 as “one of [his] favorite games,” and was designing Ultima VIII with that admiration in mind. He strove to increase the “density of puzzles,” especially by decreasing the size of the game world. Additionally, the staff was directed to take advantage of the lack of a party system and include situational animations for the Avatar, such as jumping out of a window.

	Thus the general technical premise for Pagan had already been decided. As for improvements upon The Black Gate, Garriott highlighted some aspects of the game that he wanted to deepen such as animations, interactivity during combat, and special actions. He had also already chosen which aspects would take a back seat in the next chapter, mainly the previously mentioned size of the game world. The plot also had already been decided in some respect. Pagan would not be set in Britannia, but rather in a new world firmly under the control of the Guardian. The arc of the third trilogy, which began with the brutal murder of Christopher and the unfortunate Inamo, would travel along a downward spiral of despair and the player, despite the recent victory over his opponent, would be forced to witness the destruction his enemy could bring to a world. In Garriott’s own words, 

	“With Ultima VIII, I wanted to be even more severe with the sinister elements. That’s where your character went off to the land of Pagan, which was the Guardian's home world. This world wasn't your standard, virtuous goody-goody-two-shoes setting, to the point where if you tried to uphold the goody-goody-two-shoes life in the game, you couldn’t get anywhere. The challenge was that you had to stay true to your core personal beliefs without totally ransacking the place to achieve your ends and work with the system that was there. The storyline is basically one of those stories where ‘when you're faced with true evil, you've got to cheat in order to win.’”24

	The Ultima series, over the years, had lost many of the elements that made it attractive to their first audience of players, especially for the small audience of hardcore gamers. The acquisition by EA, as well as the increasing development cost of each episode, had thus pushed the developers to try to expand the audience of possible buyers. 

	Part of the increasing development cost was due to Garriott's choice to rewrite the game engine and publish each chapter of the series with completely new code. Being a perfectionist since his early days as a programmer, rewriting his D&D prototype 28 times, Garriott's choice to publish each game with a new engine was now a matter of principle. Some of his colleagues, such as Spector and Johannigman, pointed out that reusing the engine would have positive economic consequences, allowing some chapters not just to be released earlier but also at a lower cost, as it would spread the development costs across more products. The only result of that argument, however, had been the spin offs of the short-lived Worlds of Ultima series.

	In 1993, in the midst of Pagan’s development, Garriott’s rationale to reduce the size of the world expanded to avoid discouraging new gamers who were supposedly less determined to explore every corner of a world the size of The Black Gate’s. Not wanting to give up any other aspect of the game, especially the complexity of the plot, the only solution was precisely this; to compress the game world and increase the puzzle density. Time would ultimately tell whether or not this was a good idea.

	Having eliminated the party, Pagan was, in a way, a return to Ultima’s roots. Akin to the first two episodes of the series, plus Akalabeth, the player would control only the main character; the Avatar (or Stranger, if you must). The gameplay would thus change drastically, becoming less focused on exploration and investigation, and characterized instead by a greater focus on combat. Having made the transition from a turn-based to a real-time combat system with Ultima VII, and intending to continue this direction, Garriott desired to give more control to the player and create combat mechanics based, not only on character statistics, but also the skill of the gamer. He directed his sizable team to implement this.

	Electronic Arts invested heavily in Pagan. The staff for the eighth installment of Ultima had grown yet again and now counted at least two designers, six programmers, three programmer support staff, nine level designers, nine artists, a musician, three sound engineers, two dialog writers, and a slew of playtesters, QA staff, and localization specialists. There were many notable names. On design were Andrew P. Morris and John Watson. The programming team, led by Tony Zurovec, comprised Rob Corell, Jason Ely, Mike McShaffry, Herman Miller, Zachary Booth Simpson, and Jeff Wilson. They were supported by three additional collaborators: Phil Eberz, Lance Grooms, and Aaron Martin. The nine level-designers were Jason Ely, Melanie Green, Brian Martin, Mike McShaffry, Herman Miller, Andrew P. Morris, Steve Powers, Mark Vittek, and John Watson. The artistic team was, of course, Denis Loubet and eight other specialists: Bob Cook, Beverly Garland, Dicko Mather, Brent Poer, Steve Powers, Jonathan Price, Micael Priest, and Matt Sheffield. For sound, there was the musician, Nenad Vugrinec and three sound engineers: Randy Buck, John Tipton, and Kirk Winterrowd. The two dialogue writers were Melanie Green and Sheri Graner Ray (who had just left Arthurian Legends). The localization team was responsible for dubbing speech to German and French and translating all of the documentation for the various international versions. Commanding this veritable army of staff was Garriott as producer, Mike McShaffry as director, and Dallas Snell as general manager.

	The sheer size of the team working on Pagan was unprecedented for the Ultima series, surpassed only by the gargantuan production efforts for the Wing Commander games. This massive team was partially composed of experienced staff, who were veterans by now at Origin, but it also had some new hires who were just getting their start in the industry, such as Jason Ely.

	Ely, who had just finished serving in the army, showed up in person at Origin's offices to show the work he had done during his time in the service, which consisted of a CRPG based on Ultima VI. Jason had found a way to use the assets of The False Prophet with his own editor to directly manipulate the maps of Garriott's game. When Richard saw the software, he was fascinated. Faced with Ely's ingenuity, Mike McShaffry and Richard realized that even the official development tools for Ultima VI weren’t as powerful as the one being presented by Ely. In lieu of this, Garriott proposed that the young man join the development team for Ultima VIII that same day. Ely was given the task of creating a toolset for Pagan.25

	Besides Ely, there was another recent team acquisition: Rob Corell. Having joined Origin the year before, Corell was a long-time fan of the Ultima series and had submitted his candidacy in the hopes of working on Richard’s team. In his interview, he was put through the wringer by Ken Demarest and Will MacBurnett. Corell was shown an innovative voxel-based game called Comanche by Novalogic (1993) and was asked to explain how it could work. Corell's answers seemed to satisfy the two interviewers because the programmer was hired and moved immediately to Wing Commander: Armada. However, when Roberts' game was finished, Rob finally got his wish and was moved to work on Ultima VIII and the Speech Pack.

	With so many programmers, EA's investment was undisputably massive and management had thus decided that Pagan should be finished in time to hit the shelves worldwide for Christmas 1993. As expected, the available development time was short. Choosing to migrate the action to the world of Pagan meant that all of the previous world building and lore for Britannia could not be leveraged. It was a challenge both against time and EA's top management. After the “failure” of Serpent Isle, which hadn’t come to fruition until a full three months after Christmas 1992, EA began to put strong pressure on Garriott. Moreover, the design principles driving the entire time, that is, to create an engine that would allow the player to perform new actions such as crouching, jumping, and even flying, was in clear conflict with the directive to create both a floppy disk and CD-ROM version in parallel due to the discrepancy in the amount of storage space the two formats afforded. 

	Development on the new graphics engine had started as soon as Ultima VII was completed. Herman Miller experimented with changing the projection of the tiles designed for the previous episode. He recalls that, “Development began shortly after we finished Ultima VII, as I was experimenting with a new way of tiling the world using an isometric projection (as opposed to the top-down oblique projection that Ultima VII used). I actually had Ultima VII running in the new projection with tiles that I'd converted into the new format. Although many objects were distorted by this conversion, it worked well enough to demonstrate the idea.”

	It was a variation that complicated the lives of programmers and artists, but allowed for a more interesting perspective, according to Al Nelson. He states, “Ultima VII used a typical 1:1 pixel diagonal, [oblique] projection while Ultima VIII used a 2:1 projection. It was harder to draw, but gave a better camera angle.”

	In addition, the isometric perspective gave an arguably greater depth to the action and the graphics team had the benefit of a new tool that was just recently available: 3D Studio. Nelson again, "During Wing Commander 2, artist Jake Rogers, with a background in CAD, introduced the company to an application called 3D Studio, which allowed users to make 3D renders on a PC. Bruce Lemmons, who had been trained as an architect, quickly took up this new tool.”

	Being new and little known, also in part due to the high cost of the software, 3D Studio did not catch on quickly. One of the first artists to work in this new medium was Denis Loubet, whose experiments later became the animation of the Guardian's face that emerges from the TV screen in the introduction of The Black Gate and later from the portal at the end of the game. The colorful and constantly changing background effect for the intro and loading screens for both installments of Ultima VII, by the way, was created by Philip Brogden. But returning to Ultima VIII, the adoption of 3D was inevitable, even in what was still largely a 2D world.

	Richard Mather explains, “We were all learning [the] 3D Studio software at the time and Denis was overwhelmed with the amount of characters he had to make for the game so they gave me the monsters to do. So I designed the monsters and created them in 3D Studio and I animated them. There are a bunch of them, a stone elemental, skeletons, floating eyeballs with mouths, trolls, big spider things, demons, and a sea serpent. There are more but I can't remember all of them. They kept me on the game late to make any art that was missing or to revise art that didn't fit the style, mostly items and such.”

	Even the animated sequences, which until then were mainly made with more rudimentary techniques (which also had the benefit of being less demanding on the computer’s memory), had begun to be made with 3D tools and thus became more cumbersome. The aesthetic result was undoubtedly superior, but too often the artists' work ended up being unusable due to the limits of floppy storage and the dollar that each additional disk consumed from the profits per unit sold. Manda remembers, "Since disk space was so precious, ‘spot animations’ were the norm anyways. Animating was done by creating alternate versions of little patches of the main picture.” 

	It was a common technique in the industry and one used previously at Origin. The introduction to Ultima VI, for example, was made using a static background for the majority of the living room scene and animating only a few frames in the limited space of the television that the Stranger from another world was staring at. The technological leap to 3D, however, changed everything. 

	With the release of 7th Guest, the world of video games began to change at an unprecedented rate. Console manufacturers were already well into the debate of whether or not to switch from ROM based cartridges to magneto-optical media. Any way to overcome the narrow storage limits of cartridges was tempting, especially as games became increasingly ambitious in scope. The Japanese company, NEC, had been one of the pioneers in the market. Attempting to survive the tough competition from Nintendo and SEGA, they had first introduced the CD-ROM as an add-on for their TurboGrafx-16. This was soon imitated by SEGA with the SEGA CD and 32X, two add-ons for the Mega Drive. Also around this time came the FM Towns Marty and CD32. The Phillips CD-i and Commodore CDTV fit here in this list but they are arguably more hybrid devices than true gaming consoles. The first true console natively designed for western markets with a CD-ROM, however, was Trip Hawkins' 3DO Multiplayer Interactive in 1993. Though, as had already happened on other occasions, the pioneer company ended up not taking enough advantage of its choice to forge a new path. While the 3DO ultimately failed massively, it laid the foundation for other companies to speed ahead. It ended up being Sony who made best use of the new technology with the Playstation, the undisputed leader of the fifth generation of consoles which lasted from about 1993 to 2000.

	As with every leap forward in technology, it not only gave developers exciting new options but also prompted important questions. 7th Guest, with its incredible success, was the killer CD-ROM application that drove consumers to buy the totally new technology just to experience the game of the moment. Its influence, however, went far beyond that. It convinced many developers that the interactive movie genre was the future. Among the many contributing factors that led to the failure of 3DO, the questionable decision to develop a bizarrely large amount of interactive movies, most of which were of dubious quality, certainly stands out. Plumbers Don't Wear Ties, for example, was an interactive movie for adults that is often considered to be one of the worst games ever made.

	The temporary infatuation for interactive movies, however, was not exclusive to Hawkins' platform. Developers, after struggling for years to contain their creativity in the few megabytes available in ROM cartridges, did not immediately understand how to exploit the 650 MB suddenly made available by the new technology. While massive video files for interactive movies were one such solution, without compelling gameplay to support them, most of these games felt flat. In the early years of the CD-ROM, many false steps were taken and even prestigious development teams experienced failures before mastering the new technology.

	Pagan's development was also indirectly affected by the confusion surrounding the new technology. In 1993, EA was using Origin’s back catalog to test the market for games of previous generations, releasing special editions of old games in the form of CD-ROM collections. The time was absolutely ripe to release Ultima’s latest installment on magneto-optical disc rather than on the now-very-limited 3.5" floppies. Despite the perfect timing, Pagan ended up being initially released on eight floppies and only later on CD-ROM in a special edition.

	As alluded to previously, this put the developers in the unfortunate position of having to decide which content ultimately made it into the final game. All the material in the pipeline would fit easily on the CD-ROM version, but the need to accommodate the now-antiquated floppies complicated matters greatly.

	In anticipation of the exciting new technology, the artists found themselves working on a large amount of material that could never find a place in the floppy disk version. That is, of course, unless EA was willing to publish a product with an incredibly large number of floppies. Curiously enough, Microsoft would release a gargantuan version of Office '95 the following year, using twenty-four disks and giving rise to the urban legend that “more than 65% of the world's floppy production had been absorbed just for the release of the office suite.”26

	The combined effect of space limitations and EA's pressure to have the product ready for December '93 pushed Richard to begin immediately culling everything that could be taken away in an attempt to shorten the development time. In Richard’s own words:

	“The counsel–and sometimes it was more than just counsel–I would get from EA was that the schedule was the dominant issue. Once we started down the path on Ultima 8, I decided I would be a good corporate citizen and walk the walk and talk the talk. And as Ultima 8 got into scheduling trouble, as every Ultima always did, rather than make a decision as we had in the past to hold the game until it was polished, we began to cut things out to stay on schedule. And we cut and we cut and we cut and the game that was finally released was not only shipped early even for the cut version (and therefore buggy), but also had its guts ripped out as far as being an Ultima.”27

	The cuts made were not only to shorten the development time, but also to allow for a version that could be published on floppies. The high resolution graphics used in Ultima VIII, always in VGA 256 colors, required a large amount of space and the many character animations, although ready, found no place in the distribution on the eight 1.44 MB floppy disks. The lack of available disk space became a reason for further last minute changes in the gameplay. Jason Ely notes, “One example of a cut that we were quite sad about had to do with combat and death animations for all town NPCs. In doing this, it was no longer possible to fight and kill every townsfolk in the game. It had always been tradition in Ultima to give you the freedom to wreak havoc on a town if you wanted to let out a bit of frustration.”

	Despite the team’s best efforts, the cuts only increased. They became so substantial that the cloth map, distributed in Pagan's packaging, ended up being completely different from the world actually present in the game. While there was a similar issue with Serpent Isle, the discrepancy between the map and the game had been limited to just an island, and even that island was still reachable via indirect means. For Pagan, there was a tremendous gap between the original project, embodied in the fabric map drawn and printed before the completion of the game, and the actual playable landscape in the commercialized version.

	As Christmas 1993 approached, it became apparent that Pagan would not be ready. The OSI staff worked at a furious pace in the company’s infamous crunch mode clocking in at over eighty hours per week, seven days a week (yes, including Sundays!). Richard recalls gravely, “And a lot of people had made serious sacrifices to meet EA's schedule. Many of our programmers had worked twelve hours a day, seven days a week for ten months. We would bring dinner in for them because we were afraid if they left, they might not come back. The last month or so we gave them every other Sunday off so, as one of them pointed out, they could see their family or do some laundry.”

	The effort and pressure radically changed how work at Origin was perceived by the staff. Up to this point, it had been all about creating a good product and working enthusiastically on a great project everyone believed in. EA’s ever looming deadlines, which had to be met at all costs and included utterly ruthless content cuts, changed everything. EA’s perennial pressure to publish exacted a heavy toll on the subsidiary company. “It was hard to believe how much had changed; only a few years earlier our people would happily work all night and love every minute of it, and now we had become a sweatshop,” Richard laments. 

	Even after cutting content and working insane hours, Origin was not able to satisfy EA’s draconian timeline and the game missed the deadline. Like Serpent Isle, Pagan came out several months late, releasing in March of 1994, in an edition that included only a handful of the digitized speech phrases. This was partially repaired by the subsequent publication of the Speech Pack; an expansion on three additional floppies containing the actors' voice overs. The add-on was available in English, French, and German.

	This Speech Pack, however, contained only a fraction of the material recorded in Origin's studios. The three floppy disks could only store the most important phrases of just a handful of Pagan’s characters. Once again, this was a technical limit that the CD-ROM, now quite widespread, could have overcome. Origin, until that moment, had always produced content for users with higher end computers and even Pagan, from the point of view of hardware requirements, was not a game that could be run by everyone. However, in a failure of internal management, instead of going directly to the CD-ROM, OSI erred on supporting the customers who had bought the game initially on floppy disk. The mess was destined only to get bigger. 

	Shortly after the Speech Pack was released, the CD-ROM version of the game hit the market. For the same price, this new version included the Speech Pack content but regrettably with nothing else additional, despite a plethora of available space. Understandably, the Speech Pack didn't sell well. The novelty of the voice acting wasn't worth the additional cost of the expansion to many players. Many players were disappointed in the overall quality of the voice acting, Bill Johnson notwithstanding, and some rightfully complained that the CD-ROM version was not only cheaper than the floppy version plus the Speech Pack but also contained more phrases and included all three available languages.

	Rob Corell, by virtue of his experience at Dallas Arts Magnet, was selected to do voice-over work for some of the characters. He recalls the critiques of customers who bought the Speech Pack and were not satisfied with the amount of audio recorded, “I remember people being pissed off that it wasn't all the text in the game (which would have been impossible at the time; we used three 3.5" disks for a tiny percentage of what we recorded).”28Of course, the audio was only one of the many aspects of Pagan to hit the cutting room floor.

	Ultima's latest chapter took place on an entirely different planet, which left more than ample room for world building. Unfortunately, this potential was left unexplored. The adventure began with an animated introduction showing the Avatar standing literally in the palm of the Guardian's hand. Tired of the constant interference from the paragon of virtue, the crimson fiend banished the player to a place ravaged by the Guardian’s influence: the world of Pagan. 

	Unbeknownst to its inhabitants, Pagan had been sundered by a war between the powerful Elemental Titans and the evil Destroyer. The Titans had won, but required Pagan’s population to worship them as gods. Ruling as tyrants, the Titans were able to grant magical powers to their most loyal servants. It was this very power that the Avatar needed to escape the Guardian's trap and return to Britannia. Having lost the use of Britannian magic in Pagan, the Avatar was tasked to discover how to seize the magical power from all four Titans, defeat them, and activate a blackrock portal similar to the one destroyed at the end of The Black Gate, thus returning to Lord British’s Britannia.

	Pagan was a harsh, inhospitable, and immediately atmospheric world, though it only contained a single city, Tenebrae. It was populated by a tiny handful of NPCs, fifteen to be exact, which is an incredibly low number by the standards of Ultima.

	Previously, the number of NPCs had generally only increased with each installment and, when it had decreased for Pagan, it was a purposeful choice which intended to be compensated by better characterization, copious voice acting, and more robust schedules. Sadly, this counterbalance did not happen. Reducing the number of NPCs did have the intended effect of rendering the game more friendly to the casual player: less NPCs meant less dialogue, less information to remember, less quests, and less ramifications to the plot. Additionally, less characters meant less graphics and thus fewer disks. However, without the additional characterization elements, the world felt eerily empty and dead.

	Critics initially received the game with mixed opinions. With the previous title, which required mid-to-high-end hardware and still suffered suboptimal performance, Origin pushed graphics and audio to the highest levels, a full technological generation ahead of the competition. Despite Garriott’s assurances at the 1992 "Gamers' Forum's Ultima VII" conference that the system requirements for Ultima VIII would be essentially the same as those for Serpent Isle, Pagan was not at all able to run acceptably on a 386 at 16 MHz with only two megabytes of RAM. At launch, the minimum hardware requirements were rather demanding: a 486 at 33 MHz with four megabytes RAM, 35 megabytes of free hard disk space and, of course, a VGA capable video card. The optimal requirements were highly aggressive, even recommending a PC using the recently released Pentium CPU with eight megabytes of RAM. Even for the few who could run the game smoothly, reactions weren’t stellar.

	The increased focus on action in Ultima VIII, especially when the Avatar faced the infamous platforming sections, did little to convince gamers, especially longtimeUltima fans, that the cuts and changes had been worth it. Overall, Garriott’s new hybrid action/RPG game didn't appeal to the reviewers, some mentioning a “really strange mix of game play[…]doesn't quite pay off.”29 The animations and 3D retouched models made an impression for sure, but the gameplay built around the Avatar’s increased focus on action, especially at the cost of adventuring with a party, was simply not appreciated.

	The previously mentioned platforming sections of Pagan, plagued by an extremely inaccurate control system that repeatedly condemned the Avatar to drowning for even minimal miscalculations, earned the game endless jokes and ridicule including the meme-worthy nickname of “Super Avatar Bros.” 

	The cuts to the plot and environment required entire regions to be sewn up as best as possible, leaving behind obvious discrepancies, narrative holes, unfinished dialog, and clues leading to nothing. The design of what remained was frequently found to be wanting, with crates and chests that exploded (even when opened with the right key or when empty),30 NPCs that magically appeared at even the slightest theft to kill the Avatar instantly, and a massive predominance of grey ghosts and ghouls in every dungeon. The fights were initially difficult, but tended to become all too easy with the acquisition of magical weapons, which could happen quite early in the game. The character improvement system, being no longer based on experience and levels but rather tied to frequency of use, encouraged players to repeat the same actions over and over again to maximize the Avatar's characteristics.31 Players quickly realized that the invulnerability of some NPCs made them perfect targets for levelling up as these townsfolk lacked the combat animations and necessary logic to react, despite the player’s abilities continuing to increment from the attacks.

	As Garriott himself later admitted, despite the cuts and even the delayed release in March of the following year, the game had been rushed out the door. It would have needed another two months of work and polish at the very least. This resulted in the first buyers playing a version plagued with countless bugs, annoying at best and flat out game-breaking at worst. Origin, as it had done for previous games, immediately set to work to release a patch with almost a hundred fixes in record time. In addition to fixing programming bugs, they attempted to rectify the biggest holes in the plot, such as the fact that almost no player had been able to figure out where an important character's birthplace was, which was essential information to continue the adventure. Perhaps feeling guilty that the situation had gotten out of hand, Garriott included a file called FANS.TXT with the patch that basically explained the reasons for the massive changes in gameplay and the intentions for the future of the series.

	With each new game it is always the interface and play style experiments that cause the most debate. With each product it is interesting to note how changes we have made are received. I remember how much debate there was about converting from keyboard control to mouse control, a decision I am very pleased with now. There is still an ongoing debate about 'mono scale maps' like we have had in the last few Ultimas. In fact it appears that for Ultima IX we are going to have two scales, town scale and outdoor travel scale. This will allow more interesting travel by horses, ships, dragons and such. I'm sure these debates will continue. Probably the most debated play style changes, though, came in Ultima VIII.

	In Ultima VIII, we worked very hard to reach a lofty goal of audiovisual impact. We wanted the Avatar to be seen in greatly detailed animation. We wanted it to feel like you were really there. In addition we were concerned by the fact that Ultimas had become so big, that only hard core gamers were willing to play them. They were especially daunting to new, non-Ultima-playing gamers. So we decided to really focus on the scope and pace of the game to try to reach some of this 'new' audience. To a large degree, we succeeded at many of our goals. Ultima VIII is easily the most beautiful Ultima to date; the animation is smooth and detailed. This helped draw new players to the product who had never bothered to look before, especially in Europe.

	 

	This letter to fans, who were about to apply the patch and solve many of Pagan's most serious problems, continued with an important promise:

	 

	The design of Ultima IX (which is still in progress) relies heavily on this feedback and has resulted in a dramatic turnaround back toward classic role playing. Even better, it has resulted in a classic Britannian Ultima.

	 

	The patch indeed solved many of the most serious problems. The jumps, which caused headaches for so many players, became much easier. So much so that it became a trivial waste of time to traverse the many long platforming sections required to move from one area to another. In a way, this revealed a serious design error at the core of the entire experience: if the jumping system could be corrected in such a way that it essentially reduced it to mere pointing and clicking, the question remained open as to why the level designers had felt the need to create so many and exhausting platforming levels. These levels were a nightmare without the patch and wholly trivial with it, either way resulting in an experience that was much less than compelling. While a substantial number of plot holes had been fixed in addition to the jumping, the net result of the patch still left Ultima VIII rather underwhelming.

	The story, however, having received at least as much attention as both chapters of Ultima VII, exemplified the height of Origin's creativity. It was complex, detailed, and intriguing. It was also a clear and daring break with the past. In order for the Avatar to return to Britannia, it was necessary for the paragon of virtue to perform precious few virtuous acts. On the contrary, the moral dilemmas, brilliantly delegated to the player in previous episodes, were this time played out with the user more as a spectator, forced to see their character act out nefarious deeds with no recourse.

	Thus the problem with Ultima VIII was mainly that the gameplay didn't work and it simply wasn't fun for the majority of players. The platforming parts had been simplified to the point of becoming a useless waste of time and the combat, on which so much attention and resources had been concentrated, was neither difficult (due to the imbalancing effect of overpowered equipment) nor engaging (as it did not strictly require the player to invest time into the development of their character). From this point of view, the JRPGs of the time, though undoubtedly inspired by the Ultima series, ended up being better written and certainly better functioning games. Though they required dozens of hours of gameplay to finish, they rewarded the player with a satisfying challenge that required both investment via grinding encounters for experience and the quandary of finding the non-trivial best combination of skills, stats, equipment, and party.

	The divergent action-based gameplay that Garriott initially dreamed of could have been ahead of its time as Blizzard's blockbuster, Diablo, was released just two years later. Unlike Pagan, however, Diablo had solid combat mechanics on its side, based on three classes that completely changed the gaming experience depending on which was used to play. Between its dungeons and enemies, both randomly generated and unique, Diablo had much more to offer its players and facilitated the rise and success of the ARPG genre. The genre which Pagan could have defined, perhaps, if it hadn't been launched with such haste and shaky gameplay. Instead, plagued by bugs and stripped of entire sections, including Melanie Green’s dungeon and the underground city it was supposed to lead to, Pagan was an unfortunate mix of action and RPG elements, where neither of which worked particularly well.

	From EA's point of view, it was a resounding misstep, both for the delayed release and its reception by critics. The investment had been substantial but the result had been disappointing, despite selling substantially more copies than any previous episode. Furthermore, in the eyes of EA's management, this was not just the first failure on Richard’s part but a second failure for Ultima as a series. Serpent Isle, afterall, had missed Christmas of 1992 and even its relatively high quality did not redeem that unforgivable misstep. Thus the upcoming development of Ultima IX, which Garriott had just announced in a press release to his fans, would be central in an epic clash that would forever mark Richard's career at Origin Systems and his time working under Electronic Arts.

	 


The End of the Golden Age of Origin

	 

	“As many companies struggle with expansion, Origin has created a corporate structure that encourages both creativity and future growth. So where will founder Richard Garriott go from here?”

	 

	Origin, NEXT Generation, January 1996

	 

	“Once EA started exerting a tighter grip on Origin, Mattrick pushed teams to stay on schedule (an insistence that badly damaged Ultima VIII, according to Garriott). Mattrick killed many projects because they had spun out of control, and cancelled other projects for reasons staffers still consider mysterious. Some staffers believe (though not for attribution) Mattrick undermined Origin because it competed for resources with Distinctive's new incarnation, EA Canada.”

	 

	Allen Varney, The Conquest of Origin, The Escapist, 2005

	 

	The move to the PC platform and the combined successes of Ultima VI and Wing Commander, had launched Origin into its golden age. It was a remarkable moment where the company became a market leader. Although OSI had released several interesting and original titles by that point, the company's name was inextricably linked to Ultima and role-playing games. With the naissance of Wing Commander, however, the landscape had changed. Wing Commander’s rise to fame was made possible in part to some important new support software developed around this time at Origin.

	John Miles, while learning x86 programming, had cobbled together some rather useful tools to assist with general development. Among them was a handy little program that ended up being used by artists for Ultima VI’s animations. Miles recalls, “Our artists (Keith Berdak, Denis Loubet, Glenn Johnson, and Dan Bourbonnais, in this case) were using Deluxe Paint II to create 256-color artwork in .LBM format, and I developed a postprocessed .LBM derivative that could support real-time graphics with color-keyed transparency.”

	The potential of this new format, dubbed TMDraw, was tremendous. After being successfully leveraged in Ultima VI, Chris Roberts used it in his new graphics engine for Wing Commander. Roberts was able to create an efficient and fast renderer, written in x86 assembly language, which could load the images stored in TMDraw format and scale them according to the distance between the spaceship and the player's fighter. Miles describes, “The sprite rotation/scaling engine is about 15KLOC32 of x86 assembly, all hand-written by Chris Roberts, just an insane feat of mental endurance.”

	The technology created by Roberts, which was also used for Wing Commander II, later evolved into what became known as the FX Engine. The FX Engine, in turn, was used in the Worlds of Ultima spin off games and then in both installments of Ultima VII. Fully exploited, the FX Engine became the trademark of Origin for a few years, prominently touted in the animated intro sequences with the conductor, music, and huge white moon. It also resulted in the only non-game release by Origin Systems, the Origin FX Screen Saver.

	The arrival of Warren Spector and the rise of Chris Roberts brought important changes to Origin. Both had a passion for cinema and were keen to bring film-inspired techniques and storytelling to the heart of Origin’s games, especially by leveraging these powerful new tools. 

	Origin also had another arrow in its quiver. According to Al Nelson, “The Origin art department owed much to the deep Austin tradition of poster art (and album covers, ads, and t-shirt designs) in support of the music industry. At least since the ‘60s, Austin artists were creating a culture of graphical design that was strong and stylish. The department specialized in training those well-established poster artists to work on computers, where other studios trained computer savvy youths to understand anatomy, perspective, and color. Computers are easier to learn than art.” 

	Indeed, Origin's art department had employed many skilled and talented professionals over the years who, upon leaving OSI, would often continue to brilliant careers elsewhere. The tradition of taking established artists and training them in the use of computer graphics, rather than teaching drawing to young computer scientists, unwittingly began when Garriott asked Denis Loubet to draw the opening screen for Ultima in 1981.

	Loubet recalls, “Richard had been active in the Austin SCA, and visited Steve to show off the game he was working on, Ultima 1. There he met me, and asked me on the spot to do the start-up screen for his game. He got his graphics tablet out of his car while I hunted up a heraldic lion rampant. I then sketched the lion up to the size needed and traced it off with the graphics tablet.”33

	The first two years of the ‘90s were absolutely brilliant for Origin Systems. With such capable artists, new technological tools, and fresh ideas bringing a cinematographic and narrative edge to their games, OSI had a clear advantage over their competition. In the wake of recent successes, increasingly expensive productions, and production cycles involving teams of specialists, Origin suddenly found itself no longer in possession of a single high value brand, but rather of two: Ultima and Wing Commander.

	From there, the company's growth accelerated rapidly. Until the late 1980s, Origin had been committed to producing a maximum of two titles simultaneously, with only one enjoying the benefit of a large budget. A major limitation was the internal policy of never producing two role-playing games in the same year. Dr. Cat explains, “Origin did have this idea in the 1990s that there was only room for one big successful computer RPG on the market, and if they published two, the second one would just cannibalize sales from Ultima. So they discouraged me and John Miles from developing independent RPGs for them to publish, and neither of us made one there. I like to think they might have had a second hit product long before Wing Commander if they'd supported that idea, but of course we can never know for sure.”

	The cinematic nature of its products was, by this time, one of the main features of OSI games. So much so that Origin was often compared to the now-defunct Cinemaware, the famous company that briefly came to the forefront of computer gaming in the ‘80s with Defender of the Crown. Coincidentally, Cinemaware had gone bankrupt just as Origin had taken off in 1991, suggesting, in a sense, the passing of the baton between the two companies.

	Steeled by the decision to focus on the PC primarily moving forward, paired with the celebrity status of Wing Commander, Origin began running multiple production processes in parallel. Partially abandoning the policy of having only a single role-playing game in development at a time; Savage Empire was released the same year as Ultima VI, Martian Dreams the same year as Ultima Underworld, and Ultima VII Part Two: Serpent Isle two months after Ultima Underworld II. Additionally, by also focusing effort on the Commanders series, Origin doubled the number of games produced each year and considerably increased the development costs for each title.

	Another important transformation during these years was the shift in focus from CRPGs to simulation games. Of course, there were several other players in this field already. Automated Simulations, for example, was born to market the role-playing games in the Apshai series but, after the 1983 crisis, it reinvented itself as Epyx, a software house specializing in action games. Epyx excelled in this genre with Impossible Mission and the Summer Games series launched in 1984.

	Wing Commander was joined by Strike Commander, Origin's first non-science fiction fighting simulator, which in turn was followed by Pacific Strike, a game set in the Pacific Ocean front during  World War II and later with Wings of Glory, set in World War I era France. In the following years, under the leadership of Andy Hollis, an entire department–basically a quarter of the entire company–would be put to work exclusively on military vehicle simulators, producing Jane's Combat Simulations: AH-64D Longbow, the progenitor of the Jane's Combat series.34

	At the height of its golden age, thanks to EA's large funding, Origin was divided into five departments: Lord British's studio dedicated to role-playing games, Warren Spector's for new products, Roberts' team dedicated to the Commanders series, a department for the porting of games to the Eastern market and consoles (though it also produced the two Runes of Virtue games for Gameboy and Metal Morph for the SNES), and Hollis' team for the modern combat simulators. Hollis’ team nearly warrants a chapter in its own right. 

	Andy Hollis, who already had a compelling resume, had long been approached to join Origin Systems. Like Richard Garriott, Hollis had been a pioneer in the video games industry and his name was inextricably linked to MicroProse and both flight simulation and combat games. Hollis explains, “I was one of the earliest members of MicroProse Software. In the earliest days, a single person would do the entire game...design, programming, artwork, sound, manual writing. We even helped duplicate disks and stuff them in baggies for sale at computer stores. Later, we hired specialists for art & sound, so I could focus on programming and design...and eventually project management.”

	By the early 1990s, Hollis had become one of the most important producers and programmers at MicroProse and already had important, influential, and successful titles like MiG Alley Ace (1983), Gunship (1986), Sid Meier's Pirates! (1987), F-19 Stealth Fighter (1988), F-15 Strike Eagle II (1989), F-117A Nighthawk Stealth Fighter 2.0 (1991) and F-15 Strike Eagle III (1993). Hollis continues, “I joined Origin in the spring of 1993...shortly after they were acquired by Electronic Arts. The latter was important because they had been trying to recruit me for several years, but were not previously able to offer a suitable compensation package relative to what I was already making at MicroProse, nor could they afford to fund a new development group.”

	The Wing Commander series–and the spin off, Strike Commander–changed Origin’s fame. It was no longer just the home of Ultima, but now also the home of space and combat simulators. Hollis and his team, who wanted to continue developing the titles they were famous for, were highly desired by Origin to create products for this new audience segment. EA's acquisition of Origin provided the company with the necessary resources they were lacking. However, it wasn't just a question of funding that ultimately lured Hollis. Andy illustrates thusly,

	“Origin had been recruiting me for several years, as some of our marketing folks at MicroProse had gone to work there. Two things happened that made it all possible. First, the aforementioned EA acquisition of Origin provided appropriate funding both for me and for building a development group. Second, MicroProse had been hurting financially due to additional spending tied to expansion/growth. As a result, the company sought outside funding through an IPO. Those of us who had been with the company since the beginning had stock options that should have paid off, but the company used some clever accounting tricks to make our options worthless. That soured my relationship with Microprose. It also served to motivate me to eventually compete directly against them.”

	When he arrived at Origin, Hollis worked hard to re-create his development team and gave it a name consistent with the games he wanted to program. “Our group was called the Skunkworks, named after the Lockheed Martin secret group that built all of the stealth aircraft. We were much more straight-laced than the rest of Origin, though we certainly had our share of fun,” Andy recounts.

	Hollis immediately set to work on a new military simulator, exploiting a brand made available by a commercial agreement recently signed by Electronic Arts and a well-known publishing house engaged in the military sector. Andy’s team wasn't the only one working on this brand, however, which created a bit of confusion about the Jane's series of games. 

	“The confusion is in how the games were marketed. Our games were branded as Jane’s Combat Simulations, a licensing arrangement with the company that makes world-renowned military books. There was another studio within EA that also developed and sold games under that brand. That group was headed by Paul Grace and was located at EA HQ in San Mateo, CA,” Hollis explains.

	The new team’s first game was Jane's Longbow, destined to be released for Christmas in 1996 (and, almost unbelievably, actually released without delay). The team that worked on it was initially made up of a core group of Origin developers, a few EA newcomers, and a couple folks chosen directly by Hollis. Among the Origin folks were Will McBurnett, who joined Origin as a programmer for Ultima VII: The Black Gate and was subsequently promoted to director, and Steven Muchow, an Origin programmer since Space Rogue. Notable direct hires by Hollis were Jeremy Dombroski and Tsuyoshi Kawahito.

	Jane's Longbow was a great success with both critics and audiences, climbing to the heights of the sales charts and staying there for a long time, eventually being named “Best Simulation Game of 1996” by magazines such as CGW, Gamespot, and PC Gamer. 

	On the strength of its first success, Hollis' team moved on to the next two titles in the series. First there was an expansion for Longbow called Flash Point: Korea and later a complete sequel, Jane's Longbow 2. The sequel’s release was aggressively scheduled exactly one year after that of the first installment, slated for Christmas in ‘97.

	Meanwhile, MicroProse fused with Spectrum HoloByte in December 1993 and not everything seemed to be going well. Some of the MicroProse staff, whom Hollis had worked with and knew very well, had grown less optimistic about the merger and were considering the possibility of an improved work situation elsewhere. Hollis learned of this just as he was about to begin development on Longbow 2 and this serendipity coupled with the success of his first game had convinced EA's top management to create a full-fledged, specialized development team of their own, rather than employing Origin staff. Among MicroProse's disgruntled developers were video game veterans, such as Scott Elson, who had been working in the industry since 1990. In his own words,

	“My first job in the industry was at MicroProse. They were very close to where my folks lived and my dad, knowing my interests, had pointed them out a few years earlier. I had been working at the college I got my degree from when someone pointed out that MicroProse was hiring. I applied and was quite surprised when at the end of my interview they offered me a job. Initially I was in the arcade group but that was eventually shut down and I was moved to one of the simulation teams on the PC side. This team was under Andy but soon afterwards he left to go work for Origin. My first project for them was Fleet Defender where I got to redo the AI which had been used for a number of projects but I don’t think really updated for any of them. This was a dream task for me and I loved it.”

	Since joining the team, Elson worked with genuine fervor and satisfaction on a number of projects, the most important of which being Fleet Defender (1994). When MicroProse merged with Spectrum HoloByte, however, the climate was less hospitable to Scott and Hollis' proposal came at the perfect time. Elson continues, 

	“I joined Origin at the beginning of 1996. Before that, I had been working at MicroProse, but after the merger with Spectrum HoloByte, there were management decisions and other factors that were frustrating a lot of people and making a less than ideal work environment. Andy heard about this, knows that they want to expand the Jane’s brand, and sees an opportunity. He contacted six of us to start a satellite studio for Origin in Baltimore and five of us, Mike McDonald, Max Remington, John Paquin, Greg Kreafl,e and myself accepted. Soon after that, Sid Meier (one of the two founders of MicroProse), Jeff Briggs, and Brian Reynolds and a bunch of others left MicroProse. Most of QA left to form a testing company, Absolute Quality, and a few other key people went to work for other companies. While smaller, there still was plenty of talent left at MicroProse to keep making good games.”

	With a core team of experienced developers from MicroProse, Hollis founded the Baltimore office as Origin's satellite studio, which had little to do with the parent company, aside from sharing the now-prestigious name of Garriott’s software house. Even on a technological level, the Baltimore studio was virtually independent of the one in Texas. "Very little of our tech came from other Origin products,” Hollis points out.

	Despite being independent, the Baltimore division (which would then take care of Jane's Combat Simulations: F-15 and Jane's Combat Simulations: F/A-18) was not exempt from Richard Garriott's visits. In keeping with Richard's jovial character, these visits often coincided with celebrations. Elson, who only knew Garriott by reputation at that time, remembers at least two such occasions. Scott explains, 

	“The first time is when he came to our office Christmas party. At the time, he was also preparing to head down to Antarctica to look for meteorites and was looking into satellite phones so he could stay in touch while he was away since UO had recently launched. I believe while he was down there, they stopped at the base and he showed UO to the people that were stationed there. The second time was after we had shipped Jane’s F-15 and were considering our next project. He came up and took a few of us offsite to a meeting room at a nearby hotel to have a brainstorming session. I remember it was a neat experience and how surprised I was when after lunch they rolled a small freezer into the room filled with ice cream.”

	Curiously, MicroProse's problems were bound to create a further web of coincidences that would have a surprisingly substantial impact on the remainder of Ultima and Origin's history. As Andy’s team of ex-MicroProse developers didn’t contain the entire body of defectors, MicroProse’s non-Origin diaspora was finding its own success.

	On May 1st, 1996, Sid Meier, Brian Reynolds, and Jeff Briggs founded Firaxis Games. Sid Meier, who had become a celebrity in his own right due to the success of the Civilization games, found himself losing control of the brand he had created, which had remained firmly in the hands of MicroProse. Coincidentally, this was a path that would be uncannily mirrored by Richard Garriott multiple times in the future with other companies. Meier, unable to use the name “Civilization,”35 designed Sid Meier's Alpha Centauri, a civilization in space game, Meier's Gettysburg!, and Sid Meier's Antietam!

	For the publication of Sid Meier's Gettysburg!, Firaxis games relied on Electronic Arts and it was Andy Hollis, an old colleague of the Firaxis crew, who was the liaison with the tech giant. Partnering with Hollis was a second person, a young man already famous for producing one of the most successful titles of the decade, Command & Conquer at Westwood Studios. Westwood, of course, was an industry leader in the real-time strategy genre. This second person’s name was Ed Del Castillo, but more on him later.

	As an independent company, Origin had chosen the path of self-publication when it left Brøderbund and became a publisher for other software houses, such as Paul Neurath's Looking Glass. Origin very nearly achieved a historic breakthrough with id Software in 1991. Al Nelson recounts, “Soon after I started, a very early version of the id Software team came to Austin for a visit. They knew Dallas Snell from their work for Softdisk, in Louisiana. They demonstrated a new game called Wolfenstein 3D. They wanted Origin to publish the game, but Dallas felt their asking price was too high and so, declined. The demo version they left with us destroyed developer productivity for days.”

	With several development teams working simultaneously, Origin took another step forward and evolved its reputation again. Origin began as the software house for the Ultima series, later branching out to flaunt the Commanders series. Now Origin began to release several successful action games including Bioforge, CyberMage: Darklight Awakening, and the two chapters of the Crusader miniseries, No Remorse and No Regret (and would have counted at least a third episode if it hadn't been cancelled).

	In 1996, at the height of its worldwide success and popularity, Origin occupied a leading position in the market, both in terms of the number of major brands and overall market share. Its games were no longer substantially innovative or influential, however. In fact, new titles were often sequels or re-releases of successful old products, though sales continued to be strong. Despite the well oiled machine of Origin cranking out successful title after successful title, that’s precisely when EA opted for a dramatic change in direction. Origin’s parent company decided to divest, consolidate earnings by reducing investment, cut development projects, and focus on just a handful of successful titles.

	Al Nelson, who was promoted to associate producer after the acquisition and joined Warren Spector for Shadowcaster and Ultima Underworld, had started work on a new unique shooter, but his game was cancelled. “I was laid off, along with others, when an EA VP cancelled my game in development. It was a shooter inspired by Hong Kong action movies. He said, ‘I live in San Francisco, so I would know if this had a chance, but America will never know who Jackie Chan or Chow Yun Fat are,’” Nelson laments.

	The game would have been called “Fire Horse,” referencing the Chinese zodiac sign of the antagonist. The team had also considered calling it “Redemption,” because of the plot. Nelson continues,

	“The concept held that there were two brothers in Hong Kong, in the year before HK would be returned to Chinese control. One brother was a police detective, like the father. The older brother was a professional gambler with a few criminal associates. He was an embarrassment to the family. [...] When the young detective made a solid case against the Fire Horse criminal organization, they attempted to kill him, then the leaders flee to Seattle. The gambler then assumes the wounded brother's identity, taking his ID, badge, and gun, and goes to Seattle seeking redemption. […] Warren Spector was the executive producer. C. J. Taylor was the art director. Steve Powers was the design lead. Jeff Wilson was the lead programmer. Jack Herman was the writer.”

	Within a year, none of them were still employed at Origin.

	At Origin, the turnover had always been high. The company was known for its hiring policy based mainly on recruiting young novices who were then internally trained by the veteran staff. Therefore, after gaining some experience, it was not uncommon for programmers, artists, and designers to move to other companies. Starting in 1995, however, the trend increased dramatically. With the disbandment of several teams, those who were not fired outright often left to find their fortune elsewhere, seeking younger and more dynamic companies where, above all, projects were more likely to see the end of production without being cancelled.

	Thomas Blom, who had produced Wing Commander Academy and designed the HUD and the Strike Commander cockpit, left to create Ascendancy, a popular four player strategy game. Zack Simpson, Jim Greer, Bevery Garland, and Ken Demarest (the chief programmer of many major Origin projects), left to create Titanic Entertainment's Netstorm. Demarest, in particular, had even started working on Ultima Online and had already recruited the first programmers for the project.

	Origin’s top management were also upset. 1996 was a pivotal year as Warren Spector left Origin to join Paul Neurath at Looking Glass Studios, Dallas Snell left OSI to “follow new interests,”36 and Chris Roberts, after completing Wing Commander IV, went on to found his own company, Digital Anvil. The latter which published Starlancer, a space combat simulator and Freelancer, a hybrid that combined the usual simulation mechanics typical of Roberts' games with a commercial component inspired by Braben'sElite.

	Thus the golden age was over and the slow decline of Origin had begun.

	 


Development Hell

	 

	“For Ultima IX we have two main goals: one is to build a truly epic conclusion to the trilogy of trilogies[...]in the sense of a great story[...]and the other is to build gameplay equal to or greater than our goals or the expectations of previous Ultima[...]And of course, while retaining some of the animations and details we've worked so hard for Ultima VIII, we're not building an arcade game rather than a role-playing game.”

	 

	Richard Garriott, MSN Q&A, October 22nd, 1996

	 

	“For those who are worried about targeting enemies, you can press the A key, which makes the Avatar point directly at his opponent. Whatever your character does, in terms of movement etc., you will always be facing that creature and will be able to attack by clicking.”

	 

	Richard Garriott, interviewed by P. Stefan (Desslock) Janicki, Gamespot, 1998

	 

	“At this time, the 3D technology seen in Underworld cannot quite give you the holistic world view and interaction[...]that we enjoy in Ultima 7[...]The number of items to interact with must be kept low to keep performance high in a game like Underworld[...]but the gap closes[...]I am sure that not too far in the future, these two product lines will merge[...]in a completely virtual world in a game already in development.”

	 

	Richard Garriott, The “GAMERS' Forum's ULTIMA VII” Conference, July 8th, 1992

	 

	Ultima VIII’s sales, though substantial, did not impress EA. The parent company had hoped for much more and thus further tightened their grip on Origin. EA management’s confidence in OSI hit an all-time low while rejections of new projects increased at an unprecedented rate. It wasn't just Richard who was in the crosshairs. Nearly half of the many projects launched failed to the point where development was cancelled and their teams were disbanded, often coinciding with layoffs.

	EA's control over their subsidiary's activities had not just become firmer but, contrary to what had been promised at the acquisition, became downright intrusive. Suddenly, almost zero projects were given the green light as the high tide of funding and resources provided by EA had receded abruptly. Even worse, of the few projects that actually were greenlit, even fewer finished made it to production without being cancelled.

	After openly investing so much, EA suddenly became obsessed with the bottom line and required cuts to meet increasingly tighter budgets. Often it fell to Richard to give the bad news to his colleagues. “Without question the hardest thing for me to do in business was, and still is, to fire somebody,” Richard laments. “In the early days of Origin, it had rarely been necessary. However, once we became part of EA and grew, then shrank very rapidly, it was much more common,”37

	Expectations for Pagan had been very high. When it became clear that Garriott's latest chapter of Ultima would not sync up with EA’s lofty prospects, despite the patch and the heartfelt message to his fans, other cuts were made. The team that worked on Ultima VIII had not stopped refining the product and improving it, even after the official launch in March and the patch immediately after. Towards the end of the year, a new and improved version of Pagan was slated to be published. This version, only on CD-ROM this time, would contain, among other things, portraits and voices for all the NPCs.

	Expecting relatively low sales, EA cancelled the project, despite it being essentially completed and ready to go to press. The team had worked hard to fix most of the problems born of EA’s draconian December '93 deadline and the game was very close to what it should have been from the beginning. Given this, it's easy to imagine how hard it was to accept such a decision.

	Another team was working on an expansion for Pagan, an add-on similar to Forge of Virtue and Silver Seed for Ultima VII. Like the above effort, this was very demanding work. Not only would this expansion add new content, but it was also supposed to restore content lost in the chaotic months before the original launch. The Lost Vale, as the infamous expansion to Ultima VIII was named, was supposed to give the public what the improved version on CD had failed to deliver, plus a long series of improvements, additions, and tweaks to the game engine.

	The expansion’s team had been struggling for almost three months despite enjoying experienced staff members such as Sheri Graner Ray and John Watson. Watson, in a moment of levity, invented the “TinyTar,” via a spell that made the Avatar smaller. Everyone liked the idea so much that the team inserted it into the plot, requiring the player to perform the spell to enter an otherwise inaccessible area by passing through a small hole in the wall.

	When the grueling work was completed, the team collectively let out a sigh of relief. Not only was the master disk ready for duplication, but the box and much of the packaging were ready for printing. It was at this time that EA cancelled The Lost Vale expansion.

	Sheri Graner Ray explained in a 2013 interview, “It was directly due to a lack of sales. Back then you couldn't do anything as DLC, it had to have a box and go on a shelf with all the commensurate marketing dollars added to it. It came down to straight numbers. If the same percentage of U8 players bought the add-on as U7 and U7.5 players bought those add-ons, it simply didn't justify the cost of manufacturing and distributing the U8 add on.”38

	Statistics weren’t the only reason. In EA’s eyes, Pagan was now a closed chapter, an otherwise unpleasant failure that no enhanced edition or add-on could turn into something different. EA's attention was already on the future. Their eyes were now focused on Ultima IX, already with an uncertain future given the sales of Pagan and the unreliability of the releases in the series. Ultima IX’s uncertainty was only exacerbated by Richard’s proposal to bring Ultima to the internet and develop an online multiplayer version of the CRPG. 

	The Lost Vale was thus struck from existence, even though the master was ready and the add-on could fix much of what the players didn't like at all about Ultima VIII. After the project was scrapped, the game disappeared from the history of video games for many years, leaving behind only a few screenshots and the memories of the staff members who had developed it. Surprisingly, almost ten years later in September 2005, a box for The Lost Vale appeared for sale on eBay. It was a genuine copy of a prototype (though lacking a small part on one side), probably a box created before the publication, and therefore one of the rarest specimens in the history of video games. It was truly a unique piece, but unfortunately without the CD-ROM. Authenticated by Stephen Emond, who literally wrote the book on Ultima collecting, and Denis Loubet, who designed the artwork, it sold for almost $2,000. Later, in 2013, the same copy went back on sale, this time for €10,000. In 2018, a genuine production-ready copy of the box for The Lost Vale was retrieved by Enrico Ricciardi and then verified by Richard Garriott.

	The mishandling and subsequent shortcomings of Pagan redesigned the relationship between EA and Origin Systems. With trust hopelessly lost, EA’s management closely monitored OSI’s activities. Moreover, EA's acquisition strategy, which had started with Distinctive Software and Origin Systems, had not stopped. Negotiations and market studies were underway for the acquisition of Bullfrog, the studio founded by Les Edgar and Peter Molyneux in 1987, that produced hits such as Populous, Syndicate, Magic Carpet,and Theme Park.

	“At least partially as a consequence of that disappointment, management told me, basically, that they didn’t want me making big games like Ultima anymore. They wanted very small games and a lot of them. Instead of working on a $10-million game that would take years to make, they wanted games that could be produced in two months for $100,000, allowing them to spread their investment risk,” Garriott explains. It was a very strange strategy as it was in complete contrast to what EA’s top management was asking Warren Spector to do, which will be revealed later.

	Ultima IX was certainly not a $100,000 project and, as a result, Richard's resources were siphoned off. Origin’s budget was always a bit burdened by Garriott's games but after the release of Wing Commander, the balance of funding had begun to tip away from the Ultima series. The eighth installment’s failure had only accelerated this shift of resources to other projects. 

	In 1995, Wing Commander IV: The Price of Freedom was at the height of its development. However, it wasn't the only game EA was counting on to get its subsidiary's accounts back on track. Starting with Ultima VIII’s engine, a team led by Tony Zurovec was working on a sci-fi action game named Crusader: No Remorse. Zurovec had joined Origin in early 1990s and had been part of Garriott's teams responsible for The Black Gate and Pagan. For Crusader,he held the dual role of director and lead programmer.

	The project was both interesting and seemingly very promising. Pagan’s game engine, despite its obvious limitations due to rushed development, was designed to perform precise animations and action-based gameplay and not so much to handle the elements typical of role-playing games. And Crusader: No Remorse was precisely an action game. Crusader was set in a distant future where a single man, a former enforcer for the World Economic Consortium (an organization that had taken control of Earth's governments), had to infiltrate a secret base of the entity that he had just betrayed, destroy it, and take away the Consortium’s weapon of retaliation against the people of Earth.

	Crusader was precisely the game to take full advantage of Ultima VIII’s cannibalized code and ultimately sold much better than its engine donor did. Origin, seizing this momentum, took the opportunity to put a sequel into production right away.

	Garriott's first work on Ultima IX started from an engine very similar to Pagan's, likely an improved reissue of the final version the world never got to see. Given this, it's not surprising that in order to release Crusader: No Remorse within EA’s signature draconian timeframe, they started hijacking staff from Garriott's team and put them to work on Zurovec’s project. Zurovec who, by this point, had greatly improved the borrowed engine, allowing it to run at 640x480 resolution, over four times that of Ultima VIII. 

	In 1994, the first genuine stutter in Ultima IX’s development occurred when Garriott considered leaving Origin and EA. However, the situation was partially resolved when Richard unexpectedly managed to get the green light for his internet-based Ultima experiment.

	The little progress made on Ultima IX at this point was essentially limited to the fruits of close collaboration with the Crusader team as the games were sharing an engine and even a common object database. 

	By the second half of 1994, the U9 dev team had been reduced to a skeleton crew. Under the direction of Mike McShaffry as lead programmer, there were only Denis Loubet, John Watson, and Jason Ely and Ely was soon moved to Crusader. This left the absolute minimum number of staff for the project to be considered still alive, though a more accurate term would have been “suspended animation.”

	By this time, Richard had realized that he’d been maneuvered into a corner and that development on Ultima IX had completely stalled. He also posited that the use of Crusader's engine presented the risk of limiting his RPG and thus decided to abandon the parallel development Zurovec’s team, betting once again on new code for Ultima and forging ahead in their own branch. With the technical strategy decided, Garriott invited an old childhood friend of his to help turn the project around and resurrect development. Robert White, the dungeon master specializing in demonic, dark, and brutal adventures was thus brought into the fold and given the title of associate designer.

	Robert, brand new to the video games industry, joined Ultima IX’s team when the project was ostensibly still in its infancy, even though it had already started some time ago. He recalls, “Richard and the two senior designers had sketched out a ‘point A to Point B’ kind of plot. They knew how they wanted to start and where they needed to be at the end and had some interactions figured out.” 

	Richard intended for Ultima IX to be the closing of his trilogy of trilogies, a grandiose, hopefully epic chapter, with an ending that would be the capstone to one of the most important series in the history of video games. For Garriott, Ultima was much more than a computer game or a simple commodity that brought him his success. He explains, “In Ultima IX, it’s the end of the Guardian, not only that but it’s also the end of this whole Avatar business we’ve been going on about, so Ultima IX is actually the conclusion of UltimasI through to IX. Ultima X will be a completely fresh start and probably won’t even be called Ultima X.” Additionally, at this stage of development, Garriott was convinced that the complete annihilation of Britannia would be the appropriate ending for his series!

	At this phase of development, the plan was to return to the party system of games past. Thus it fell to White, who was tasked to develop an epic plot that started with the Avatar’s escape from Pagan, involving most, if not all, of the famous companions of virtue, and culminated in the wholesale destruction of Britannia. This would have been challenging at the best of times, but as we know by now, development under EA’s ever watchful eye was far from an ideal situation.

	Struggling against EA's increasingly manipulative micromanagement, Garriott managed to channel new energy into the project. Robert White again, “Richard had also drawn upon several of the really powerful artists available at Origin to start doing concept art and to work with the designers on a look and feel[...]from the interface to the in game movie scenes.”

	A special tool was created to allow writers to write both dialog and their in-game ramifications with the ability to reference and modify quest flags, items in the party’s inventory, and the Avatar's companions. The tool’s purpose was to allow writers and designers to work on the plot before the engine was finished. White continues, “We four members of the design team (John Watson, Brian Martin, Chuck Zoch, and myself, and Richard of course) came to an interesting early agreement. With the storyline and deep interaction required of a great Ultima game, we thought we should be able to play the entire game, front to back, by conversation only. A new and extraordinarily talented programmer had come on board (Ragnar Schuermann) and his first task was to build us a conversation engine.” 

	Once this novel engine was complete, the designer team set to work on the conversations. White, meanwhile, had been working on the plot of the game for a while by this point. A few years later, a version would be published online under the name "Bob White Plot," although it was a collaboratively written document. White clarifies, “That document, the one that is circulating online, called the ‘Bob White Plot’ is one of the last copies of my work with Richard, Chuck, Brian, and John.”

	Shortly after the release of Ultima IX, in response to strong initial criticism, Robert wrote a post on the internet explaining the troubles with development, the changes to the game after his departure from Origin, and revealing a summary of his forgotten plot for the first time in 1999. The full version was made public only much later, in 2008, when EA Mythic, heir to OSI, had entrusted some enthusiastic fans with the task of recovering, cataloguing, and storing large amounts of material that had been Origin’s.

	With the lackluster response to Ultima VIII and its ending, in which some fans were not sure that the world the Avatar returned to was even Britannia, Richard promised a return to the familiar world where most of the previous episodes had taken place. Thus, ignoring the ending of Pagan, the Bob White Plot began with the arrival of the Avatar on the top of a mountain in Terfin, near the Guardian's fortress, where the player's alter ego was attacked immediately by a Wyrmguard.

	Miraculously escaping death via intervention by the Time Lord, a.k.a. Hawkwind the Seer, who had previously helped the stranger in Exodus and the Quest of the Avatar, the player was transported to Stonegate and brought up to speed on what had happened to Britannia during their absence. Giant columns had risen throughout the kingdom, the land had become infertile, and a dangerous disease was spreading. Initially, the cities had worked together to cope with the crisis: the magicians of Moonglow magically produced food and shared it with the other cities while the monks of Britain, having discovered that the poison of the silver serpent could be distilled into a palliative for the disease, had made this cure available to the denizens of the other towns.

	Lord British had also fallen ill. Feeling his strength failing, he formed the Tribunal, a committee comprising the leaders of the major cities and had given them the task of leading the kingdom. Unfortunately, several disagreements soon arose within the Tribunal and the cities stopped cooperating, ultimately preparing for war in order to compete for the limited resources available.

	When the Avatar arrived, the Guardian had begun inserting images into Lord British's dreams, revealing to the ailing monarch the events that had transpired in the world of Pagan in an attempt to discredit the paragon of virtue. The looming civil war and the deteriorating relationship between Lord British and the Avatar were the central themes to much of White's plot.

	Only the capture of Lord Blackthorn, the Guardian's ally throughout the game, allowed the Avatar to regain Lord British’s confidence and reunite them before the final clash. It was at this point, however, that the player discovered that the civil war had been a tool to distract the Avatar. The Guardian’s true intention was to accumulate enough energy in the giant columns that it could be explosively released, resulting in the destruction of Britannia.

	Lord British, having no choice but to warn everyone and prepare them for the impending catastrophe, asked his subjects to gather at Skara Brae, where they would be protected by the runes of virtue. Once the populace was safe, Lord British and the Avatar went to confront the Guardian directly at Stonegate and defeat him, despite Lord British being wounded (in a cinematic sequence that unfortunately no longer exists). Hawkwind appeared at this time to warn that even if the Guardian is killed, he would come back to life through the energy released by the columns and using the Armageddon spell was the only way to defeat him forever, even if it would destroy Britannia in the process.

	Lord British, being injured, was unable to perform the apocalyptic incantation alone and the Avatar decided to stay and assist, sacrificing himself in the process. The Armageddon spell tore the whole world apart, pulverizing it into a cloud of fire. The only inhabitants of Britannia who could save themselves were those who had listened to Lord British and fled to Skara Brae. The city literally fell off the ground just before the shockwave hit it in a scene reminiscent (and even mentioned explicitly in the plot) of the cover of the album Yessongs by the British band, Yes.

	It was now 1996, a critical year of development for Ultima IX and the fatal one for Origin. While Richard was using all his influence to hold the ninth episode together, OSI was beginning to crumble. Despite everything, Richard somehow managed to cobble enough resources together to begin creating the expensive animated sequences and start recording audio for voice-over.

	The 3D animated sequences were drawn according to the Bob White Plot: the arrival of the Avatar at Stonegate with consequent attack by a dragon; the conversation between the Guardian and Lord Blackthorn; the dreams of Lord British, nefariously manipulated by the Guardian to make the king believe that his protégé was out of control; the execution of the Armageddon spell and the subsequent destruction of Britannia.

	With Ragnar Schuermann’s conversation engine, the writers had been working for months crafting copious amounts of dialog and testing how the game worked, all without having a working game in hand. The text was ready and the recording sessions were started, though this time not directly at Origin, but rather at the prestigious Magnolia Sound Studios in Hollywood.

	In the September 20th, 1996 edition of Point of Origin, the then-producer of Ultima IX, Joye Price (McBurnett at the time), commented on the recordings, “All in all, the session went well. Stu Rosen–the director–was amazing. We all had a blast.” Next to Price's commentary, you could see the portraits of the voice talent, all professional actors, who were chosen for the cast of Ultima IX. Keith Sjarabajka, at the time known for his part in Clint Eastwood's film A Perfect World, as the Avatar. Clive Revell, voice actor of Emperor Palpatine in The Empire Strikes Back, as Iolo. Kay E. Kuter, from famous TV shows like Green Acres and Petticoat Junction, as Lord British. Also present were Scott Cleverdon as Lord Blackthorn, Cree Summer as Raven, Scott Bullock as Samhayne, and Maurice Lamarche as Shamino.

	Not many details are known about this stage of development. Some information was leaked in the specialist magazines of the era but few pictures were made public. The graphics engine had been rewritten and, though continuing to maintain an isometric perspective, it was equipped with software rendered 3D polygons. Between 1995 and 1996, the early pioneers of 3D graphics chips, including nVidia and 3dfx, began showing and commercializing the first graphics accelerators. Prior to 3D hardware acceleration, three dimensional graphics were rendered by the software using the main CPU, which greatly limited the resolution and number of polygons that could be used. 

	Equipped with a mobile camera rotating around the vertical axis that could zoom in and out, the new graphics engine was somewhat reminiscent of Syndicate Wars (1996), one of Bullfrog’s first games as a subsidiary of EA. The game map would be much larger than Pagan's, at least four times as much, occupying 265x265 screens, while the game system had to take a step back in time, giving the player control over an entire party again, rather than just the Avatar.

	Soon, however, the first problems with the party system arose, mainly due to game performance related to the previously mentioned software rendering. The developers realised that the game tended to slow down unacceptably when there were a large number of characters on the screen.

	One of Herman Miller's first assignments, now a veteran of the series, was to try to improve the code and the game’s performance. He recalls,

	 “The initial development for Ultima IX was done with graphics rendered in software, since 3D graphics accelerator cards were just starting to come out for PCs and weren't yet widely adopted for games. Like the earlier games, the world was viewed from above, but internally the world was actually stored in 3D coordinates instead of just being shapes tiled on a 2D grid. I remember that the frame rate was slow, and I did some profiling to find that most of the time was being taken up just copying graphics data around in memory. By rearranging some bits in the data format, I was able to cut the buffer size in half, which greatly sped up the frame rate, but it was still slow.” 

	Despite these challenges, the game was rather far along in its production cycle. Audio recordings were made, movies were ready, texts were written, and the design team, starting with conversations and interactions with NPCs, was rapidly crafting areas of the world, populating them with characters, and writing quests. Robert White again, “Richard insisted (quite rightly) that the sub plots could not be just singular retrieval games, but that in the end each one of them would advance the plot [and] provide clues along with any rewards. No sub-plots for just their own sake.”

	Also around this time, rumors about the game began to leak. Previews appeared in some magazines for the Sony Playstation console, suggesting how possible, even probable, a console version of Ultima IX was. Had that been the case, it would have been the first title in the series that was developed cross-platform for PC and a console simultaneously. Porting to consoles had happened in the past, for sure, but they were always after-the-fact efforts that were not in tandem with the original development.

	Returning to Ultima IX’s ill-fated development, the game had already survived having its team be cannibalized by the Crusader team. However, an expected new obstacle appeared on the horizon. This time it was Ultima Online's turn to inflict the fatal blow to the second phase of the ninth episode’s development.

	Richard had struggled to make EA's management understand that his new multiplayer experiment could be revolutionary and, at the same time, wildly successful. When he finally convinced them, EA's directors moved all available resources to Ultima Online and the first victim of the reorganization was Ultima IX, which was put in suspended animation for a second time. Robert White laments,

	“The move to UO was not unexpected, but I was puzzled since EA liked to drop games that fell off the radar. EA already had a vested investment in UIX so delaying the game might keep the game costs reduced in the meantime, but keeping EA wanting to produce the game would be difficult. EA was kind of fickle and would change their minds at the drop of a hat, but they always wanted a money maker. Richard could see the changes coming in the gaming world about mass multi-user games and some of us could see what was happening although the first ones we looked at were more like glorified chat rooms. We had a feeling it would be big, but the concept was complicated.”

	Miller was also moved to the UO team, though briefly. He explains, “It became apparent that Ultima Online was going to need a larger team, so Ultima IX was put on hold and everyone on the Ultima IX team was moved over to Ultima Online. I was only on Ultima Online briefly for a month or two, doing optimizations to make the game faster.”

	The mass migration of Ultima IX developers to the new game was not altogether welcomed. In addition to irritating many members of the redirected team for having to suddenly change directions completely, they also sensed that the break would have serious consequences on the single player game’s production, perhaps even becoming a permanent cancellation. Because of this, the two teams did not fully integrate.

	The continuous delays on Ultima IX also messed up plans for a special project that aimed to republish all the games in the series in a single special edition on CD-ROM, along with the final chapter. The repeated postponement of the final episode had put both Origin’s top management, and that of EA, in the difficult situation of needing to make progress on the special project even though the final chapter was not yet complete.

	Corey Roth, a young student with a passion for Ultima, tried to get in touch with Garriott to ask if a port of Akalabeth was available on the PC platform. Of course, Roth had no way knowing about the upcoming special project yet. Roth explains, “The answer I got back actually surprised me. He said ‘No, there wasn't a port and if you could write one in good C++ code, we could look at including it in the upcoming release of Ultima IX.’ As a total fanboy, I was overjoyed at the opportunity, only one problem. As a 19-year old aspiring computer science major, I barely knew any C++ at all. I had to learn it overnight.”

	Roth set to work enthusiastically. He rapidly learned C++ and printed out Akalabeth’s BASIC source code on thirteen sheets of paper and set himself to programming immediately. One of his biggest obstacles, as many developers of the first era of microcomputers had already experienced, was the abstruse handling of high resolution graphics on the Apple ][. Having overcome this first major hurdle, Roth, who had begun using Turbo C++ 3.0 as a compiler, decided to switch to DJGPP and the Allegro library in an attempt to fix some graphical glitches he had come across.

	The work was completed over a handful of months in the student's free time. To congratulate and thank him, Richard invited Roth and Nathan Tucker, the friend who had helped test the software, to the Origin offices for a picnic. After the meal, Richard gave the duo several gadgets and games from OSI and EA’s catalog. Roth recalls the initial intended approach of the special project, “The original thinking is that you would be going through Ultima IX and at some point run into the ‘Book of Ultima.’ From there you could launch into any of the previous Ultima titles including Akalabeth[...]Ultima IX was hugely delayed and that never happened. EA did decide to release the Ultima Collection though and [Akalabeth] was included on that CD and of course now you can find it for free on GOG.” 

	Even though all the staff had been shifted to Ultima Online, not everyone had resigned themselves to completely abandon Ultima IX. Mike McShaffry, for example, hadn't given up and continued to work on the ill-fated project in his spare time. He experimented with new technologies in the freedom allowed to him by virtue of him using his personal time at home in the evening. Among the various experiments he did, he started working with the first 3D libraries for the new graphics accelerators that were appearing on the PC market.

	One of the first companies to dabble in the 3D hardware market was 3dfx, founded in California in 1994 by Gordon Campell, Gary Tarolli, Scott Sellers, and Ross Smith, all former Silicon Graphics engineers. By 1996, 3dfx had entered the graphics card market, offering the first 3D graphics accelerators as high-end, high-cost products, extremely powerful and far superior to the other cards currently on the market: the Matrox Mystique, S3 ViRGE, PowerVR Series 1, and ATI 3D Rage.

	Working with his Voodoo Graphics PCI card, McShaffry tinkered with the existing codebase, adding a 3dfx chip-based rendering. Satisfied with the result, he showed it to his colleagues.

	Here versions of the story differ in some ways. McShaffry himself stated in an interview that he ported the Ultima IX graphics engine using the proprietary 3dfx API, Glide, to take advantage of the hardware graphics acceleration provided by his Voodoo video card.39 According to Bill Randolph, however, McShaffry had only managed to implement software rendering during his experiments at home.40 Mike recalls,

	“Converting Ultima 9 to Glide wasn't really all that hard, and it wasn't a big change to the engine. When everyone saw the results, I think everyone was really happy, even Richard. They had mostly given up on Ultima 9 at that point, and my work gave it a second chance. Ultima 9 was a 3D engine originally, but with all software rasterization, which was simply too slow for the polygon density we wanted. I wasn't on the Ultima 9 team because by the time the project was started again after Ultima Online, I had already left the company.”

	McShaffry's work was impressive and stirred things up, convincing EA’s frustratingly indecisive management to defrost the project once again and change the intended direction of the game. Specifically, it was decided to take advantage of the hardware graphics acceleration provided by 3dfx video cards, harnessing its full potential via the Glide library.

	It was a sensible choice as 3dfx was the leading company at the time. Another company, Nvidia, had actually created the market initially by launching the first 3D chip, the NV1. For a number of technical reasons, however, it wasn’t well received by developers as they realized that these first chips were substantially slower at rendering 3D polygons than even the software rendering method.

	3dfx, on the other hand, introduced the first successful 3D chip, convincing many developers to implement support for the proprietary Glide API in their games. Games of the era often gave users the between software rendering, possible on any platform as long as it was powerful enough, or hardware rendering with Glide, possible only with compatible cards, but with much higher quality. 

	One of the earliest games to competently leverage Glide to the amazement of gamers (and surely to tremendous market success) was Unreal in 1998. However, Origin had already implemented the 3dfx API into a game that was published a year prior. Wing Commander: Prophecy, the final chapter in the epic space based saga, had come out without the support of its original creator as Chris Roberts was already working on Starlancer.

	Though McShaffry’s work rekindled EA’s interest in Ultima IX, he curiously remained on the Ultima Online team and by the time Ultima IX's development machine was up and running again, McShaffry had already left the company. According to Bill Randolph, the removal from the Ultima IX team had utterly broken the lead programmer's heart. After all, Mike had poured copious amounts of unpaid blood, sweat, and tears into keeping Ultima IX from dying so it’s understandable how devastating it must have been to be yanked away from the project. Years later, McShaffry wrote a chapter entitled “I never gave up on Ultima IX” in his book, The Secret of Game Coding: Game Coding Complete Guide. 

	Meanwhile, another important event occurred, the consequences of which no one at Origin could have anticipated. EA had bought Virgin Interactive–which in turn came with Virgin’s recently merged Westwood Studios–and moved two former Virgin executives to Origin: Neil Young41 and Chris Yates. The former would become vice president and general manager, while the latter would take over as vice president and chief technology officer. It was a move designed to improve the parent company's control over the subsidiary, as Origin quickly discovered. 

	According to sources preferring to remain anonymous, between 1997 and 1998, Richard Garriott's position, despite the success of Ultima Online, had become precarious due to the fact that he was considered a “liability” as his series was now dead and/or otherwise out of fashion. The only thing missing in EA’s eyes was a compelling reason to remove him from the production process and oust him from Origin Systems. Again, according to these sources, a possible failure with Ultima IX would have been the tantalizingly ideal excuse to remove the founder of Origin from EA’s subsidiary.

	To help relaunch U9’s development, staff reinforcements arrived in the form of two former Westwood employees: programmer Bill Randolph and producer Ed Del Castillo. By 1997, Westwood had merged with Virgin Interactive, so the two former Westwood folks had already worked with Young and Yates, which would end up being relevant.

	Del Castillo first met Richard Garriott in 1997 on one of his business trips to Texas when he was working as an outside producer for Origin while collaborating with Firaxis. Richard wanted to give a new direction to Ultima IX’s development and Del Castillo, who had always been a big fan of the series, offered to help out. The situation he found himself in, however, was not at all what he expected.

	The team, weakened by the reallocations, first to Crusader and then to Ultima Online, was frankly under-powered, especially given the ambitious goals of the project. Origin’s legendary artistic department, easily one of the most talented departments in the video games industry at the time, had done incredible work so far, producing rich and impressive environments. Unfortunately, the programming aspects of production suffered from serious shortages of staff and, above all, a lack of organization and work planning.

	Ultima IX’s development started in 1993 from the code written for Ultima VIII. Over the years, several programmers took turns modifying what was already there as well as adding new features. The 3D engine was not natively implemented, but rather was the result of a series of readjustments and subsequent transformations. Generations of programmers, many of whom were no longer on the team–and some no longer even in service at Origin–had taken turns, working literally in layers on the work of their predecessors.

	There was so much code, often quite outdated, and so many features, that no one really had any idea how many elements had been implemented and then abandoned over the years. Bill Randolph explains “There was a lot of tech in there, a lot of very old tech. So it took me a while to ramp up on that, and start working on scheduling things, and trying to figure out how to move this forward. That took the majority of my time.”

	The amount of ideas that had been developed, implemented, and ultimately abandoned without the related code being removed was such that there were always surprises in store. And bugs, of course. At some point during development, it was decided to implement naval battles in which the vessels could be damaged to the point of sinking. The design had changed, of course, and the battles were removed, however, the residual code had not. So much later, when someone designed a quest that consisted of landing on a monster-infested island, the evil mob recognized the seafaring vessel as a possible target and attacked it until it was “dead.” The ship promptly sank.

	The game's engine also performed at only a handful of frames per second, so it was unplayable, even on the most powerful computers available at the time. It was later discovered that the slowdowns were due to the fact that, under the many sedimentary layers of code, there was an entire duplicate combat system, probably inherited from previous versions of the game, which consumed valuable system resources without any benefit.

	Of course, at the base of it all, though thoroughly modified, adapted, expanded, and transformed, was the code written for Crusader, which itself was an appropriation of Pagan's architecture. “The engine was still the Crusader/Ultima 8 code,” Bill Randolph notes, “it had just been iteratively worked on to become 3D.”

	At this time, Richard was quite busy with other business and personal travel. Additionally, Ultima Online’s development had reached a critical stage and if that wasn't enough, Richard was routinely occupied with building his new home, Britannia Manor Mk. III. He objectively had too many commitments and, despite his best efforts, was struggling to follow Ultima IX’s development as closely as was needed. Bill Randolph explains, “There were times that we were hurting for more of his involvement. And, you know, he had a lot of other obligations, and he had a lot going on, and a lot of other interests that he was pursuing too. We could not have Richard as much as we wanted.”

	Another serious problem for the final episode’s development was the lack of communication and clear leadership. After all, the team had been dismantled and reconstituted several times by this point and Del Castillo's arrival only complicated the situation. Being the last to arrive, he was not readily accepted by the group. As Ultima IX’s development team had been transferred little by little to Ultima Online, the tension increased to match, setting the tone for how UO’s development would play out. This, however, will be discussed more later.

	With tensions skyrocketing, arguably the biggest concerns for Origin's staff was whether or not they would lose their jobs. 1996 had been a dramatic and difficult year. It was marked by several rounds of layoffs, including many experienced employees. Several of those that received the axe were genuine industry veterans with quite a few successful published titles under their belt. There was a strong sentiment that Ultima IX could be nuked on a whim at any moment with its staff relegated to other projects or summarily terminated. The latter possibility, besides being the worst, was also the most likely, unfortunately.

	Taking a look at the convoluted state of the game, Del Castillo proposed to start with a clean slate and begin development from scratch, especially with regard to programming. The goal was to create a native 3D graphics engine with only the features needed for that particular game, unburdened by the vestiges of leftover code. His request was met with a resounding “no.” Undeterred, Del Castillo commenced work using what was available to him and his first task was to convince Richard to change the plot of Ultima IX.

	Feeling that the apocalyptic ending could potentially be indigestible to a large segment of long term fans, Del Castillo proposed a different plot. Some points were left purposefully in common with Bob White’s version, which would save as much work already done as possible.

	Del Castillo’s reworked plot began with the corruption of the “towers of virtue” which were transformed into “towers of vice” by the Guardian. Thus corrupted, the towers began the slow destruction of the world. Via the purifying intervention of the Avatar, they returned to their native state and the danger was diffused. The first encounter with the Guardian followed. This is where the player learned that the Avatar and their nemesis were two sides of the same coin: the good and the evil side of the Stranger's soul, torn into two parts when he entered Britannia.

	Realizing that the only way to truly defeat the Guardian was to reunite the disentangled halves of the Avatar’s soul, the player had to sacrifice themself. Upon reunification into one being, the Avatar/Guardian disappeared from the world of Britannia, which was now both purified and restored to its original condition, thanks to the player’s sacrifice. 

	The finale, in a nod to long term fans, would end in the same living room where Keith Berdak's painting could be seen hanging next to an entertainment center sporting a CRT television. This final screen, besides harkening back to the end of the second trilogy, would have had the same graphical look, including the 256-color palette of yore. With the player poetically returning to the living room of Ultima VI, they presumably lived the rest of their years without ever being summoned again to Britannia. Or perhaps it was to suggest that the entire Age of Armageddon was all just a daydream in the comfy chair facing the television. What do you think the forgotten ending means?

	The revision of the Bob White Plot was therefore not a mere simplification. Rather, it was motivated by Del Castillo’s desire to make improvements and, above all, to create a plot that would not culminate with the destruction of Britannia. His solution ended with the Avatar’s ascension into the ethereal void thus closing a multi-game narrative circle. This was the moment that the product so far advertised only as “Ultima IX” definitely became Ultima: Ascension.

	Another justification for this major revision was the perceived need to both normalize the storyline and remove the remnants of subplots littered throughout by the generations of designers who had worked on the project during the years of “development hell.” For example, there were characters who had been introduced by designers that were subsequently relocated to other projects (some permanently) or weren’t even employed by Origin any longer.

	The party system, which already seemed difficult to implement in the previous version, was completely removed. It was initially proposed to replace the party system with the ability to selectively control other characters, such as Lord British or Raven, in specific sections of the game. This possibility was discarded as well because it was also deemed too difficult to implement. EA was already eager for the game to be finished soon, but even further misadventures were on the horizon and production would have to be stopped yet again.

	Without a start from scratch, development continued to encounter major obstacles. Del Castillo had managed to wrangle Seth Mendelsohn, a new designer, on board to help the anemically small team. The programming side, however, was substantially undersized compared to similar projects. At this point, EA’s top management tightened their belts once again, and were attempting to make as efficient use of their resources as possible. Paradoxically, expectations were still high and a deadline was virtually impossible to set. Additionally, sudden unreasonable requests, such as a late stage implementation of multiplayer, further disrupted the timeline. Del Castillo strenuously opposed the marketing gimmick of multiplayer, thankfully winning out over the execs and maintaining the episode’s single player status.

	Project support from the increasingly tight-fisted top management had decidedly been reduced. That, coupled with increasingly contradictory demands, was a clear portent of EA’s strategic retreat that would take place in just a few years, culminating in the subsequent closure of Origin Systems. 

	According to internal OSI sources, the lack of support was deliberate. If Ultima IX managed to be finished in time but failed commercially, it would have been the final mistake in EA’s eyes for Garriott, who had invested the remainder of his clout in the project out of love. If Ultima IX had not been completed in the allotted time, however, Richard would still have been an easy target with ultimately the same end result.

	The political situation at Origin was complicated in the latter part of the company's life. Bill Randolph recounts, “[Del Castillo] can be viewed as someone who is vilified a lot, I think, and I don’t really think that’s fair. Ed made some enemies while he was at Origin; he didn’t pull punches, and he didn’t play political games. He was just a ‘no bullshit’ kind of guy.” When the marketing department decided that Ultima IX should have a multiplayer mode, which Richard had rejected only after initially genuinely considering including it in his game, Del Castillo had no problem saying clearly that it was not feasible up front. Not only that, he flat out stated that it was a bad idea.

	Between the ever-present fear of losing their jobs and the tangible disappointment at EA's lack of support, the team’s morale sank. Del Castillo's work was seen as an intrusion by an outsider and the producer himself found himself between the hammer and the anvil: from above, there was a dearth of support to competently continue development and from below, there was ever growing resentment.

	Prior to the redirection of the team for UO, the game was otherwise well underway and it would have been an Ultima episode much more in line with the previous games than the one that ultimately saw the light. Though still in 3D, the second version of Ultima IX intended to have a party system, subplots linked to the Avatar's companions, and the familiar top-down view. The hijacking of the development team and the decision to revolutionize the engine by making it immersively 3D with a third person perspective had completely changed the project and many designers and developers felt understandably disappointed that their work would not see publication.

	The generally agreed upon theme for this period of development is “a frustrating lack of communication.” The perception was that Del Castillo was demolishing or at least oversimplifying what had been built with malicious intent. Ed’s background at Virgin and his connection with Neil Young and Chris Yates (the two men EA inserted at the top of Origin), combined with all of the previously mentioned development woes, caused the team to remain firm in their belief that the producer was a just foreign body who was not interested in creating ties. "He also didn't build bridges; he wasn't a bridge-building guy at that time,” Bill Randolph notes.

	The objective of this text is not to decide which version of Ultima IX is best. However, from all of the information collected while researching this book, it's clear that Del Castillo was trying to create an RPG that lived up to the high expectations of the hardcore fans of the series as opposed to a simplified and mainly action-oriented one. Evidently, even his collaborators were strongly committed to this goal but it was impossible to reach as everyone’s efforts lacked a unified and focused direction. Additionally, executive direction was sorely lacking, which continually impeded the creative and production processes.

	The development team, convinced that a start from scratch could have straightened the project, did not know that Del Castillo had carried out the request already and that it had been rejected. Randolph recalls, “We should have started from scratch. Absolutely. There was never a time on the project where we had the political clout to tell the company: ‘You know what? We’re gonna start clean.’ The project had been through multiple iterations, and even though I wasn’t there for those, the company would never have gone for a complete fresh start with the code; that would have been viewed as a complete disaster.” With the inability to start fresh, production had to continue with what was available which meant trying to improve the performance of the engine and remove at least part of the vestigial code left from previous stages of development.

	In February 1998, the first screens of the new third-person 3D graphics were shown to the press, but within a couple of months two designers, Marshall Andrews and Dan Rubenfield, left EA, accusing the company of wanting to sink the project again. 

	Despite hemorrhaging colleagues, Del Castillo held fast and prepared a teaser trailer for E3 1998 with several drops of action and combat, frenetic editing, and a heavy metal soundtrack. Part of the fan community was already in turmoil due to the material already made public and now an online controversy arose. Del Castillo felt the need to respond personally, “Ultimas are not about stick men and baking bread (even though I saw a flame that said that is exactly what Ultimas were about) Ultimas are about using the computer as a tool to enhance the fantasy experience. To take away the clumsy dice, slow charts, and paper and give you wonderful gameplay instead. They were never meant to mimic paper RPG's, they were meant to exceed them.”42

	It wasn't the first time a rift had appeared between Ultima and its fanbase. Richard had repeatedly renewed his series over the course of nearly two decades and eight episodes; previous innovations had already alienated parts of the audience at different times. Continually experimenting, Garriott had completely changed the formula of his games more than once: starting from RPGs with punitive and hardcore mechanics, which forced the player to survive increasingly complex and protracted battles, proceeding through an era of unbounded interactivity and exploration, and arriving at games where the narrative had assumed the most important role. At each step there was a part of the fan population that didn't like the change and reacted by writing letters that Richard still keeps to this day.

	With the advent of the internet, however, something had changed for the worse. The discussion over the trailer, judged to be too much action and not enough Ultima, became rather heated, especially when Del Castillo stated that "Ultima is not about baking bread." Of course, the controversy was cobbled together from evidence comprising only this trailer for a game that had been ostensibly in development since 1993, various screenshots, all with different graphics engines, and previews introducing features and mechanics that were long since abandoned or heavily modified since then. It’s reasonable to assert that any feelings of betrayal could (and possibly should) be attributed to fans having unsubstantiated expectations blown out of proportion, but such is the way of the internet.

	The Usenet discussion groups were filled with open letters, some including full on accusations, to Origin’s management. The main target was Del Castillo, as he was perceived to be responsible for the shift to action-oriented gameplay and loss of Ultima's identity in the upcoming chapter. The mudslinging machine was in action and operating at full speed. As you'll see later, within a few years even Garriott himself ended up in the sights of the worst flamers.

	Eight days after Del Castillo's response to one of his fans, Robert White announced that he was going to leave Origin Systems to join Andrews and Rubenfield, two of his former colleagues, at IonStorm, the company founded by John Romero. Doom's co-creator was busy with Daikatana, another game that would remain in its own development hell for a long time. Nevertheless, Romero’s company was about to open a studio in Austin and a team led by Warren Spector would soon get to work on the famous and successful Deus Ex, a game based on concepts that EA had discarded.

	Less than a month later, Del Castillo also left Origin. The official press release only mentioned “philosophical differences,” announced that Richard Garriott himself would take the lead on the project, and reassured the public that Ultima IX would not be delayed or cancelled. 

	Having departed Origin Systems, Del Castillo founded his own company, Liquid Entertainment, where he went on to produce several real-time strategy games such as Battle Realms, Lord of the Rings: War of the Ring, and Dungeons & Dragons: Dragonshard.

	With the departure of Del Castillo, the atmosphere was both dramatic and chaotic. The only surviving designer, Seth Mendelsohn, had been promoted to lead designer and Garriott himself had taken the role of director for the first time since Ultima VII. The two immediately set to work to restore some order and, of course, to decide how to start again. 

	The plot was again reworked. Bob White's writing was centered on the civil war and destruction of Britannia, while Del Castillo's rewriting was centered on the purification of the towers and the ascension of the Avatar. Garriott and Mendelssohn decided to return to a more classical plot, centered on the virtues: the Guardian had stolen the runes of virtue and corrupted them; it was up to the Avatar to find the runes, which had become corrupted glyphs at the base of each column, and purify them. Much of the game, therefore, was reminiscent of Ultima IV as the player had to travel around Britannia, recover the glyphs, and meditate in the shrines of virtues to purify them and deprive the columns of their destructive power. 

	The ending remained unchanged, however, with the Avatar discovering that they were the good half of a bifurcated soul and then sacrificing themself with the Armageddon spell to become one with the Guardian and ascend. However, unlike how Del Castillo had conceived it, the finale did not culminate with a return to the pizza box littered living room of Ultima VI, but rather with a starry sky and the outline of the ankh, the symbol of Avatarhood and the virtue of spirituality.

	Only a few weeks after Del Castillo left, the remaining staff began to rework the engine and heavily modify it for the new draft, the fourth one since development had commenced on Ultima IX.

	The moment could not have been less propitious, unfortunately, because just a few weeks later, EA's managers asked for a demonstration of the engine's functionality and the poor performance almost convinced them to close the project forever and trash everything. Only Richard’s passionate intervention, at least for the moment, saved the game. However, time was no longer a resource that could be trusted for EA to give. Richard put all his credibility on the table and the final showdown was drawing near.

	The new deadline, this time final and not extendable, was Christmas ‘99. Perhaps hoping that the project would collapse in on itself and therefore avoiding the embarrassment of publishing a game at the time seemed to be utterly hopeless, EA began to cut resources again. This time, diverting them to Ultima Online 2. Though curiously, UO2 would ultimately never see the light of day.

	Faced with a looming deadline and limited by scant resources that may as well have been doled out via eyedropper, Garriott made the difficult choice to cut everything that could possibly be taken away. The first cut decimated NPC functionality, summarily stripping them of their ability to perform daily actions, an important feature present for years in many chapters of the series. Even the possibility of following the Avatar in some missions, a mechanic introduced to compensate for the total lack of a party, was culled. The biggest hurdle was that the staff hadn't been able to implement an effective and reliable system of moving NPCs in the 3D environment and the characters tended to get stuck in front of invisible obstacles, sink into the ground, or comically float away into space.

	With time now a precious and limited commodity, the audio also suffered a tragic cut. The recording session made in Hollywood was trashed, due to the plot having been changed so drastically. New actors were recruited, including Bill Johnson who returned to the role of the Guardian, replacing the actor who had co-opted the villain’s role in the first recording.

	The work became frantically hurried. The writers had to write new lines of dialogue and give them to the voice actors on the very same day for immediate recording. Once a line of dialogue had been captured, there was no time to change it, even if an error was detected. 

	The expensive animated sequences created during Ultima IX’s second revision were reused in part, but in different contexts. Wherever possible, they were disassembled and rebuilt, but the operation occasionally left hints that were keenly identified by the most attentive fans. Thus when the game was finally released, the various intermediate versions of the plot were empirically made known.

	There was no longer time for practically anything. Ultima IX had to go to press or be lost forever. After more than five years of development, an exodus of personnel, the transition to a proprietary library of graphics APIs (which had since begun to lose market), and four patched drafts, the team was unable to complete the project the way it should have been done but simultaneously lacked the strength to compassionately pull the plug. 

	Del Castillo exited Origin Systems with a prophecy told to Bill Randolph on the day of his departure, “They don’t care about this game; they’re just going to shove it out the door, unfinished.” His prophecy would soon be fulfilled.

	 


Ultima IX: Ascension

	 

	“Because someone must have insisted on making the game action-packed, and someone else must have insisted the game shouldn't require much manual dexterity, the consequence is one of the worst combat systems in a role-playing game to date.”

	 

	Greg Kasavin, review of Ultima IX, Gamespot

	 

	“With Richard, one thing that stood out especially was the deep passion he held for the Ultima universe, and how intensely and with care he thought through how to make that universe come alive in the games. It was far more than just a ‘game’ to Richard.”

	 

	Paul Neurath

	 

	“Years ago, the company released Strike Commander, a high concept flight sim that, while very entertaining from a purely theoretical point of view, was so resource demanding that no one in the country actually owned a machine that could play it. Later, in Ultima 8, the company decided to try and increase their sales numbers by adding action sequences straight out of a platform game to their ultra deep RPG. The results managed to piss just about everyone off. With Ascension, the company has made both mistakes again, but this time on a scale that is likely to make everyone finally forget about the company's past mistakes and concentrate their efforts on making fun of this one.”

	 

	Trent C. Ward, Ultima IX: Ascension review, IGN, December 11th, 1999

	 

	After five years of troubled development, Ultima IX: Ascension was released on November 23rd, 1999, meeting EA’s deadline for the Christmas season.  

	For the lucky owners of a 3dfx video card and a high-end PC, the game was rather remarkable both from a graphics and sound point of view. For the rest of the users, Ascension was absolutely too demanding, squeezing all resources dry in everything but the newest systems thus virtually guaranteeing an unplayable experience.

	The initial impact for pretty much everyone, however, was incredible.

	The game started with the Avatar lying in bed inside his home on Earth. The new 3D game engine, especially for those who could use the Glide API, did an incredible job of showing the game world in three dimensions for the first time (the Underworld games notwithstanding). The player was projected directly into the world of Ultima and had free reign to interact with many aspects of the environment including turning on the television, leaving the house, practicing archery, and hitting a training dummy, which swung satisfyingly after being whacked with a two-handed sword.

	It was a unique and unprecedented experience. Ascension promised to allow the player to explore a world in a whole new way, without it being divided into separate maps. This came at a high cost, however, as evidenced by the minimum and (especially) the recommended hardware specifications. Of course, this was not wholly unexpected given Origin’s history of regularly pushing technological boundaries for new releases. The surprises would come from other development choices.

	Ultima VIII ended with the Avatar entering a blackrock portal that was supposed to bring the player back to the world of Britannia. In the final animated sequence, the Avatar ended up in a ravaged volcanic world, illuminated by glowing lava fountains. The last frames of the movie showed the Avatar from behind, staring at a huge effigy of the Guardian carved in stone. This left the players with the impression that they had arrived late and that Britannia had been conquered.

	It was a dramatic, even catastrophic finale, which left the fans of the series breathless. What had become of Britain? Of Trinsic? And what about Lord British and the Avatar's companions? It was an agonizing cliffhanger that lasted over half a decade.

	For Ultima IX, however, Garriott decided to disregard the previous installment, as if the horrifying finale of Ultima VIII hadn’t been what the many thousands of fans had seen. The decision was also forced due to continuous reworkings of the plot and the need to finish the product as soon as possible. Without further budget, neither in terms of time nor money, for additional animated sequences or content, there was little Richard could do.

	A completely coherent narrative throughout a series of nine chapters and several spin-offs, built over two decades of work, was clearly impossible to maintain. Richard had already retconned Ultima history for the sake of a more coherent narrative continuum, such as with Ultima II. Revenge of the Enchantress took place on Earth in different eras but was later, with posthumous explanations not completely satisfactory to many, re-presented as a proto-Britannia.

	Never before, however, was an Ultima built around so much self-referentiality. From the very beginning, the player would come across the statues of the Shadowlords and, upon arriving in Britain, could visit the museum full of artifacts of the past. The centerpiece of the museum, of course, was the massive Tapestry of Ages, designed by artist brothers Greg and Tim Hildebrandt. It perfectly embodied the contradictory nature of Ascension, with its many majestic, yet imperfect, references to the previous chapters.43 It even technically spoiled the game’s ending by revealing the future in the right-most artwork. The royal museum debuted in Ultima VI and housed useful items in UltimaVII, but in Ascension, the focus on the series’ glorious past took a stunning leap forward both in scope and presentation. Paradoxically, however, the player had never been asked to make such an effort to turn a blind eye to the many, sometimes embarrassing, discrepancies between what happened in the first eight chapters and what was told in the last.44

	After the initial narrated tutorial on Earth, including a fortune-teller driven character generation phase extraordinarily similar to that of Ultima IV, the gameplay transitioned to Britannia. Having arrived in the lands of Lord British, the Avatar was confronted immediately with the harsh reality that the world of Britannia had fallen under the influence of the Guardian. Eight giant columns had risen from the earth, breaking the ground and corrupting the souls of the inhabitants of Britannia, driving them to commit acts wholly contrary to the canonical virtues.

	The Guardian's nefarious plan was even wider in scope, however. The looming columns, in addition to disrupting the citizenry’s perception of the virtues, were attracting the two moons in an attempt to divert them from their orbit and send them plummeting into the surface of Britannia. Saved from immediate immolation by the Time Lord, the Avatar had to find a way to destroy the columns and stop the Guardian before all was lost.

	Constant reworkings of the game’s engine and plot had exacted a terrible toll on the gameplay and made the final chapter of the series into a veritable mess. Due to their cost to produce, many of the expensive CG movies designed for earlier drafts of the plot had to be used in the final version despite them no longer making complete sense. 

	Several scenes were simply cut, mainly the Guardian-driven nightmares of Lord British, which were intended to sow discord between the monarch and the Avatar, furthering civil war that was central to the now-infamous and abandoned “Bob White plot.” Other sequences, such as the destruction of Britannia, were reused with different contexts.

	The plot was simplified multiple times for several reasons. Deadline driven removal of content including engine features, subplots, the party system, and NPC schedules decimated the plot so much that it became linear and sometimes even contradictory. Additionally, similar to Pagan, an attempt was made to expand the player base for Ascension; the writers prepared a series of dialogs containing useful information for those unfamiliar with the series. Predictably in hindsight, the result of this misguided initiative was the alienation of long term fans who understandably balked when they heard their beloved Avatar asking absurd questions like "what's a paladin?”

	Just as had happened with the controversy over Del Castillo's infamous phrase about baking bread, "what's a paladin?" became a catchphrase45 and the go-to symbol to illustrate the rift between the Ultima series and its fanbase.

	The voice acting, which had already underwhelmed in the previous chapter, managed to be even less well received in Ultima IX due to the poor dialog choices and lackluster expressiveness from inexperienced actors. This was a great pity as the audio in Ascension was otherwise rather avant-garde, especially when considering the groundbreaking and memorable soundtrack. One highpoint, at least, was Bill Johnson’s legendary voice as the Guardian, redone at the last moment after the decision not to cannibalize the previous outdated recordings.

	Another iteration on a step taken by Ultima VIII was Ascension’s combat. In the previous chapter, it had moved away from U7’s virtually entirely computer controlled paradigm, opting instead for one managed directly by the player, though in a thoroughly unsatisfactory way. Still directly player driven in Ultima IX, it had been enhanced to leverage the traditional tabletop RPG damage types for use against different categories of enemies. While the system was well thought out, it failed to convince everyone. One vocal segment of the audience dismissed it outright, accusing it of being a mere half-step forward from Ultima VIII, believing it to be simple button mashing instead of anything particularly engaging. Other players, however, found it to be an interesting and immersive step forward for combat systems in 3D RPGs. In this regard, it's worth remembering that Piranha Byte’s Gothic, which had come out just two years later, had a combat system very similar to Ultima IX’s and it was widely appreciated by its player base. 

	The world was extraordinarily beautiful to see and well created. It was artistically creative and full of cues for exploration and interactive objects for the player to discover. Unfortunately, the previously mentioned cuts to the plot and the removal of NPC schedules had rendered most of the characters rather flat at best and utterly inconsequential at worst.

	Overall, Ultima IX could be delightfully fun at times, but that experience was painfully undercut by the fallout from the culled content and exacerbated by the game’s incredible hardware requirements. Related to this last point, Ultima IX’s worst problem, which also impacted sales the most, was the catastrophic state in which the game was initially released. Chock full of bugs and using a poorly optimized engine, the game was infamously prone to repeated crashes and glitches, even on the highest end hardware. Anything less than the best at the time was, more often than not, simply incapable of running the initial release of Ascensionplayably. 

	As he had done when Ultima VIII released prematurely with an intolerably high amount of game breaking bugs, Richard Garriott admitted his responsibility and defended Ultima IX for what it was and what it could have been if the circumstances had been different. Richard's heartfelt responses were made mainly in defense of his employees who put tremendous work into creating the last two games and were unfairly receiving flak for circumstances entirely beyond their control. It was a courageous move that, had Garriott been playing Ultima IV, would have earned him advancement in the virtues of sacrifice and honor.

	The days since Richard had set out to program a game, taking on virtually all aspects of production himself, had long since gone. In fact, they were over even before the Apple II Plus was abandoned in favour of the PC. These days, the failure of a game was no longer the failure of a single creator alone. Instead, the failure was publicly on the shoulders of the development team, whether they deserved it or not. In the case of Ultima IX, the weight of that failure was also borne by Origin Systems and thus the embarrassment trickled up to its parent company, Electronic Arts, which they didn’t take kindly to. EA failed to properly value the IP it had purchased and exerted a summarily negative influence on the subsidiary. Additionally, the mistake that had been made with Origin was about to repeat itself with Bullfrog and Westwood, two other examples of Electronic Arts mismanaging its acquisitions. That’s not to say that EA was wholly to blame for Ultima’s recent missteps, however.

	For Pagan, Richard was culpable on two counts: he tried, perhaps erroneously, to expand the player base and he allowed a sub-par product to launch. The arguably misguided attempt to widen the game’s audience by introducing a more action-oriented style of gameplay fell short of the mark. The action-oriented mechanics simply weren’t thought out well enough or fully developed.  Secondly, Richard was guilty of distributing a product that was blatantly not ready for publication. In an attempt to be a good corporate citizen and do what he was told, he attempted to adhere to the draconian timeline for launch, which he later regretted. The on-time release was entirely to the detriment of the product as a whole.  

	For Ascension, Garriott’s failing was in not learning from his previous mistakes and lacking the courage to compassionately pull the plug on what essentially was his child. For two decades, Richard had continually kept the series fresh: changing and improving the gameplay, focusing on new and unique aspects, and pushing the boundaries of both storytelling and technology by playing them off of each other. Always wanting to craft something unprecedented and innovative for his loyal audience, Garriott felt compelled to start fresh with a new engine and use it to devise a new way of playing.

	Ultima could have simply followed the path of other serial games. Wizardry, for example, was substantially more linear in chapter to chapter development though, perhaps for this very reason, less successful and less influential than Ultima. The high expectations Richard had of himself and his work had always brought high results. 

	After eight canonical episodes and five spin-offs, continuing to offer something groundbreaking and innovative with each subsequent installment became increasingly difficult. Not only was the likelihood of failure greater, but so were the potential consequences. The troubled development of Ultima IX perhaps should have pushed Garriott to terminate rather than gut the game to complete it within EA’s parsimonious limitations. In all likelihood, even if he had made the call to cancel the project, his tenure at Origin would still have come to an end as it had only a few months after the release of Ascension. The series could have been spared a catastrophic last chapter, even if it wouldn’t have had a proper ending. Would this have been the best decision?

	It was a terrible dilemma for Garriott. To him, Ultima was not just a workhorse that carried him to success. Even though it was one of the most important and influential series in the history of CRPGs, it was still much more than that to Richard. Although by now the IP was owned outright by EA, Richard still treated Ultima with love and care. He strongly felt that there needed to be a beautiful capstone to complete his trilogy of trilogies, even if at the end of the day he was already thinking forward to a tenth chapter.

	Richard's understandable attachment to his series, as well as Mike McShaffry’s passion and tenacity, was all that had kept the project alive and McShaffry’s departure was a clear sign of the trouble to come. For the ultimate chapter of Ultima, Richard courageously put his credibility on the line, not only in the eyes of EA, but also in those of his fans. Clearly he had done so out of his affection for his epic saga. 

	As Richard was too close to the project to be objective, it fell to his colleagues to give valuable insight into how the situation had fundamentally gotten out of hand because of how he felt about his work. Bill Randolph, in an interview from 2014, said:

	“In the early part of my tenure there, he was intimately involved. He had a lot of opinions about what he wanted to see; he put a lot of emphasis on the interactivity of the world and the immersiveness of the world. We got that; he breathed that into us, and imbued us with that desire. There were times during the later part of my tenure there, when we were shipping, that he was less involved. And you’ve got to understand: I love Richard like a brother, but there were times that we were hurting for more of his involvement[...]

	“But overall, I remember his involvement as being pretty solid. And he really put his neck on the line for this product. There was a time when we had put a whole bunch of new tech in the game, and we hadn’t had time to polish it or test it, and our performance was down. And that was at a time when he had to give a demo to EA. And the demo did not go well. And–here’s what I heard–they cancelled it, right then and there. And he put his neck on the line to keep the project alive.”

	In the same interview, with regard to Ultima, Randolph coined the expression "an inertia of legend," indicating that even years after Ascension and the end of the series, Ultima’s fame was still an object in motion. In the hypothetical, though unlikely, event of a new installment, fans would come both in large numbers and with high expectations.

	Randolph's expression, however, would perhaps have been better suited to describe the inertia that kept Ultima IX rolling to publication. It was clear that the creative, organizational, and financial resources were no longer in place. However, progress continued, apparently oblivious to the signs that, according to internal Origin sources, Ultima IX was becoming the trap to orchestrate Garriott’s dismissal. The Ultima series had gathered the legendary inertia accumulated from decades of fame and success and was shrouded in a perfect storm of unstoppability. EA's managers simply failed and Garriott had neither wanted nor tried to stop the machine that he had set in motion twenty years prior.

	In the end, this was perhaps Richard’s greatest misstep. After having contributed to the birth of an entire genre and boldly evolving it multiple times, he failed to read the landscape and see that the potential for his creation was becoming increasingly limited, mostly by the changes within the company he founded. With the departure of many indispensable colleagues, constant pressure and interference from Origin’s parent company, and a no-longer-reliable supply of resources, there was objectively no favorable path forward. Perhaps the time had already passed to let go gracefully and let his creation’s momentum carry it into the realm of memory in the eyes of the players and, in the eyes of the lifelong fans, into that of legend.

	 


The Age of Internet

	OMEGA

	 

	“At last, a developer has produced a truly interchangeable game; MS-DOS, Macintosh, Apple ][ and IIGS, Amiga, Commodore 64/128, and Atari ST owners can design tanks on their favorite system and send them into battle on any other system.”

	 

	Keith Ferrell and Peter Scisco, Compute!, October 1989.

	“As wonderful as Omega is—it is not for everyone. This is a game that will require thoughtful design work on the part of the player. The massive 250+ page manual will have to be read nearly in its entirety to get the most out of the game (although you can get by with less and still have a lot of fun). To those of us that are willing to spend the time, Omega will reward the effort most handsomely. Omega is the kind of game that is sure to develop the same kind of dedicated following that Robotwar had. Its release has been anxiously awaited around the offices of CGW. It is a real winner.” 

	Computer Gaming World, November 1989

	Like many other independent programmers, Stuart Marks had been welcome in the offices of Origin Systems long before he was offered a real publishing contract. In fact, the first time Stuart met Richard Garriott was during college while working part time in one of the local computer shops. One day, Garriott visited the shop where Stuart was working and asked to pitch his game, Akalabeth. Marks recalls,

	“I spoke with Richard during this visit and listened to him describe his game. I do not recall if he gave the store copies of the game to demo or to sell, but I do recall spending time playing the game at the store. (A fringe benefit of working at the store was that I could play games when there were no customers. Suffice it to say that there were not a lot of customers and so I played a lot of games, including Akalabeth. I called it ‘research!’)”

	The contact with the developer reminded Stuart, an avid video game and arcade enthusiast, that he too could turn his hobby into a profession and create games. Dipping into his savings, Marks bought an Apple II and started programming, ultimately writing seven games. Unfortunately, faced with the often harsh realities of self-publishing, he was unable to get them released effectively. Investing more money–at least in his case–was not an option.

	Stuart’s eighth title, OMEGA, was inspired by a game he had played long before: RobotWar. Written by Silas Warner, RobotWar was one of the first examples of a “programming game,” that is, a game in which the user was faced with the challenge of learning and mastering a logical language invented specifically for the game. RobotWar thrust the player into the role of a robot programmer who would instruct the giant machines to fight in a futuristic arena against other mechanical opponents.

	Marks had played quite a bit of RobotWar and, like Garriott and many others before him, was struck by the genius of Warner’s game. “I loved the concept of writing a program to manipulate robots in an effort to defeat other robots. I spent a lot of time playing this game. This was the fundamental basis of my wanting to write OMEGA. I wanted another game that I could write programs to manipulate robots, but there were none,” he laments.  

	Determined to make his game a commercial reality, Stuart set out to find a publisher. Through a friend who worked at Origin, James VanArtsdalen, Marks got in touch with Dallas Snell and Richard Garriott to show them his prototype robot programming and combat game. 

	The project received the thumbs up and Marks was given some space in Origin's offices to work as a freelancer. Stuart had already spent a generous amount of time working on what would become OMEGA. He had planned the language players would use to give orders to their tanks, decided the layout of the interface and, most importantly, already considered the end-game, the final stage once the player was very familiar with the software.

	RobotWar was the product of a brilliant and innovative mind, but it had the major flaw of being only a single player title. Despite that limitation, it was possible to import save files from other players and pit one’s own configurations against them. With this functionality in mind, Muse Software, the publisher of RobotWar, promoted a tournament in the magazine, Computer Gaming World, to do just that.

	For his own game, Stuart wanted to do something similar but also go further. Technology had progressed and he intended to take advantage of new tools and opportunities which did not exist at the time when Silas Warner created RobotWar. Marks recalls, 

	“The whole point of OMEGA was to challenge one to build and program the best tank possible. Once you reached the OMEGA level in the game, then what? You could pass floppies amongst friends to have your tank compete, but that seemed too small. That prompted the concept of the tournament system as a means to enhance the OMEGA experience.” 

	RobotWar also allowed its users to play tournaments–which happened among the small but long-lived community of Warner's fans–and yet Marks’ idea was much more ambitious: to create a system to unite players, not only among small communities of friends or via the support of a magazine, but one that would allow anyone to share their creation with others at any time.

	OMEGA was planned to be published in 1989. Although nearly all the popular computers had been equipped with modems for years by this time, the internet did not yet exist. Origin, however, had the technical infrastructure of a dial-up BBS. This could be used as a communication center between players, provided they were equipped with a modem and were willing to pay the cost of the call to connect to the OSI server.

	Marks’ tank programming language was written with the creative and technical input of a large swath of Origin's growing team: Alan Gardner, Paul C. Isaac, Dallas Snell, and Richard Garriott all helped Stuart refine the OMEGA language, which was strongly inspired by Kemeny and Kurtz's BASIC. In return, Marks helped Garriott with Warriors of Destiny, earning a mention as a designer in the credits and an homage as a character in the game as Lord Stu.46

	Warner’s programming language for RobotWar was difficult to master. Marks, attempting to open the game to a wider audience, thought to do something more akin to Logo, with commands that more resembled natural language. Stuart explains,

	“While I thoroughly enjoyed Robotwar, I felt one had to be a programmer to understand the syntax well enough to create a decent robot. The language was a true programming language, as I recall. I decided to fall back on my adventure game roots and devised a language that utilized simple verb/noun combinations, such as ‘Turn Tank,’ ‘Move Forward,’ etc. In order to create functions and subroutines, I indeed appropriated from BASIC such concepts as ‘for/next loops’ and ‘if/then statements.’ I believed this would be a better approach to get non-programmers interested in the game.” Naturally, Richard agreed with this choice. In Garriott’s words,

	“In the early days of computers, we had numerous competing languages vying for dominance, it was not clear who would ultimately win, so we all learned a bit of each. BASIC, Fortran, Assembly were common, LISP, ALGOL and others were in the mix as well. ‘C’ had yet to come on the scene. But if nothing else, I was opinionated about languages remaining as direct as BASIC while unlocking as much of the power found in direct assembly as possible. For OMEGA, a simple and direct method was needed to incur zero learning time if possible. So, this is where I often weighed in during the development of Omega.” Marks continues,

	“It took me months to write a text editor, a text parser, and compiler in assembly language on the Apple II. Fortunately, I already worked out the business logic for these tasks. Once completed, I then had to come up with all of the things a tank could do: move, turn, scan, fire, etc. Origin (in Austin) was very small when I started, but by the time I was ready there were more people in the office working on games. Everyone routinely helped each other with concepts and ideas. We all looked at each other’s games and routinely said, ‘what about this, or what about that?’ Everyone had thoughts about what a tank could do and routinely offered suggestions.”

	Stuart worked closely with Chuck Bueche on the Apple II version. When the game was decently far along in development, Origin put house staff to work on bringing the title to other platforms including Commodore 64, IBM PC, Amiga, and Atari ST. A peculiar characteristic of all these versions was that the programs written by the user to move and operate their tank, regardless of the platform, were converted into the same binary code.

	This opened the doors to a novelty with unprecedented potential: players from different platforms could share the programming of their tanks. It was not dependent on the language or assembly of their computer but rather was stored in a sequence of 1s and 0s, compatible and usable by all versions. 

	By connecting via modem to Origin's BBS, players could upload and share their creations. They could download tanks created by strangers and try to fight them to understand the vulnerabilities of their design and possibly improve it. This feature, in essence, made OMEGA one of the first examples of asynchronous online multiplayer cross-platform gaming.47

	As with RobotWar, Origin struck a deal with the same magazine that had promoted the tournament for Warner's game, but this time, it was to organise a series of competitions that would see the readers/players face off with their OMEGA tanks.

	The competition was announced in October 1989 and was held on a monthly basis between November and January, culminating with a final tournament of the previous winners in February 1990. In the pages of CGW, the names of the winners were announced and the main characteristics of the best performing tanks were explained. Players connected to Origin's BBS and entered the tournament by loading their tanks. At the end of the month, a script was run to start battles between all participants. In case of a tie, the battle was repeated until a winner emerged, which was announced in the next issue of CGW. 

	The most powerful tank was designed by Stuart Eastman, who won a $500 prize, trophy, an OMEGA T-shirt, and the company's entire catalogue of games.

	OMEGA was Origin's first early step into the online gaming world but others, equally visionary and innovative, would soon follow.

	 

	 


From MUD to Meridian 59

	 

	“People had never played any sort of shared world before. You can’t imagine what it was like, you were playinga game and suddenly another real person would enter.”

	 

	Richard Bartle, interviewed by Keith Stuart, The Guardian 2014

	“Meridian 59 went into beta in mid Q4 1995. Raph and I both logged [in] and looked around. Raph liked some ideas [and] I hated the Doom-like looks and ugly engine. No one on the team thought Meridian 59 was a threat, but we thought it showed what we [were] doing [well]–multiplayer games on the internet was beginning.”

	Edmond Meinfelder

	 

	In 1978, Roy Trubshaw, a student at the University of Essex, set to work planning a multi-user adventure. Having enjoyed Zork (though then still carrying the Dungeon moniker), Trubshaw decided to call his project MUD, short for “Multi User Dungeon.” Following in the Zorkian footsteps of Tim Anderson, Marc Blank, Bruce Daniels, and Dave Lebling, and influenced, of course, by D&D, Trubshaw wanted to create a challenge-focused gameplay where the player could earn points to progress. The player would ultimately advance to the degree of wizard and acquire incredible powers, including immortality. 

	After two years of development, the programming shifted to a fellow student named Richard Bartle. He continued to expand the initial project, enriching it with rooms and puzzles to solve. At the beginning of 1980, MUD1, thus dubbed to distinguish it from later versions, was playable by university students and staff. It was also available to external users for a few hours on the weekends through a guest account on Janet, the British academic network. By the end of the year, the University of Essex was connected to ARPANET, and with it, also MUD1, making it the first online multiplayer role-playing game in history.

	In the following years, many programmers took inspiration from MUD1. Following a familiar pattern, players became programmers and developers, feeling that they had some improvements to make, additions to contribute, or even wanted to rebuild everything from scratch. Sometimes solely for the programming exercise or even just sheer curiosity, these players-cum-developers wrote their own code and in turn, gave impetus to the creation of other MUDs. These iterations, paired with new systems of connection between computers, grew into small communities. Some even made the leap to legitimate business endeavors when the first providers of telematic services, such as British Telecom, gave their customers access to commercial MUDs in the mid ‘80s.

	The real boom in MUD popularity came in the second half of the 1980s, thanks to the work of Alan Cox. Cox had also been a student at the University of Essex and got to know MUD1 in its university version before it became a paid service. Inspired by the work of Trubshaw and Bartle, Alan created AberMUD, which he freely distributed as open source.

	The availability of the AberMUD code helped many programmers familiarize themselves with what was otherwise rather complex software enabling them eventually to start their own project by making a few small changes to the base code. From Cox's work, other projects such as TinyMUD, LPMud, and DikuMUD were born. The latter, in particular, found success due to its predisposition toward hack and slash action, leveraging a level advancement system with XP, HP, skills, and classes, which was very similar to the D&D paper role-playing system.

	The popularity of MUDs only grew over the years, thanks largely to the increase in users with a direct or indirect connection to the servers, most often via BBS. In the mid ‘90s, with the emergence of the internet and the proliferation of ISPs around the world, the MUD user population exploded, reaching an all-time high. The availability of the numerous source codes allowed anyone with a computer, permanent internet access, and rudimentary system and programming knowledge to find the base code, set up a MUD online, and start customizing it at will.

	Initially only text-based, the genre underwent its first evolution in the mid ‘80s with the creation of the first graphical MUDs. These new multi-user games were no longer only textual, but now had graphical components. One of the first examples was Habitat in 1986, a groundbreaking multi-user online game developed by LucasArts and tested until 1988, though later closed as it was too expensive and economically unsustainable.

	More fortunate was Sierra On-Line’s attempt with The Shadow of Yserbius. Developed by Joe Ybarra and published in 1991, the game’s goal was to defeat the evil elemental creature, En-li-Kil, with the help of other players. The game's virtual environment was divided into rooms where users could gather in groups of four to start the adventure.

	The combat system was turn-based with gameplay strongly inspired by D&D. Its class system included knight, barbarian, ranger, thief, cleric, and mage, as well as the canonical races such as human, elf, dwarf, ogre, gnome, halfling, and gremlin. These combinations of classes and races were common and therefore familiar to anyone who had already experienced role-playing games, electronic or otherwise.

	The Shadow of Yserbius, and the subsequent adventures published in 1993 and 1995, gave their players the opportunity to engage in many activities, including the possibility of clashing with other players in PVP48 competitions or the founding of organizations that would come to be known ubiquitously as guilds. 

	The spread of increasingly fast connections, along with the increase in users that came with it, pushed the programming of multi-user online games toward more economically interesting territory. The text-based versions, despite the many advantages of simpler programming and lower system requirements, were considered less attractive and were mainly in the hands of enthusiasts. On the contrary, the graphical MUD market, with significantly higher development and maintenance costs, was hardly within the reach of amateur programming groups but, due to the growth of the user base, progressively more attractive for companies considering entry into the genre.

	While Richard Garriott was proposing his online experiment to EA with little success, another company, Archetype Interactive, had taken the initiative and started to program a graphical MUD named Meridian 59. Archetype Interactive was a small entrepreneurial company formed by a handful of programmers. Steve and Mike Sellers, John Hanke, Andrew Kirmse, Chris Kirmse, and Damion Schubert, in addition to about twenty employees and contractors had a single ambitious and innovative goal: to create viable commercial software with a virtual graphic environment. Inspired by Scepter of Goth (1983), one of the first MUDs, Archetype's staff released its own game to beta in April 1996.

	News of Archetype’s work reached the ears of Trip Hawkins, then heading up development of 3DO and its eponymous 3DO Interactive Multiplayer console. The 3DO had not gone well, however, and the competing Sega and Nintendo consoles had painted Hawkins' machine into a corner. His own company entered a serious crisis that forced a sudden and dramatic change of managerial direction: the abandoning of the hardware market. Resigned to letting the 3DO Interactive Multiplayer fail miserably, Hawkins' company pivoted to become a third-party software developer for the consoles he had lost to (as well as the PC, of course). 

	The transition was grueling, but their plan worked, giving 3DO a second life during which it would produce many important console and PC titles, including the Army Men, Might and Magic, and Heroes of Might and Magic series. Only a few years later, one of its fiercest competitors would go down the same path. Sega, after the Dreamcast was discontinued, would also abandon the hardware market to become a major third-party developer.

	In the midst of a full restructuring, Hawkins proposed for 3DO to acquire Archetype while struggling for survival. The commercial agreement would provide the small company with the necessary resources for Meridian 59’s launch, which was expected to be very successful. Hawkins had hedged his bets correctly and on September 27th, 1996, Meridian 59 was released and 25,000 players stormed the servers for the very first massive online gaming experience.

	In Meridian 59, players could perform both PVE and PVP activities, although the latter was the predominant aspect in the game. So much so, the graphical MUD was soon equipped with a justice system directly regulated by the players. Without classes and levels, the character progression system was based on independent skills and characteristics that players could develop by performing feats, defeating monsters, appropriating magic nodes, and so on.

	In addition to implementing features already present in other MUDs, such as the possibility to form guilds, Meridian 59 had absolutely innovative mechanics and features that would become standard in most of the subsequent graphical MUDs, or MMORPGs, as they would soon be called. These features included the possibility to vote for the guild leader, an internal BBS,49 a matching system for players looking for groups integrated directly into the game, the customization of guild banners and headquarters, the last of which could also be disputed, conquered, or even lost in battles with other hostile groups of players.

	The real novelty of Archetype Interactive's game, at least from a commercial point of view, was the introduction of a payment system in the form of a monthly fee. This fee would cover the management and maintenance costs of the powerful servers which were necessary to handle so many connections. Known as the first MMORPG, Meridian 59 is also the oldest and, after a short shutdown, is still working in a completely free-to-play50form, with the only possibility to donate

	 


Ultima Online

	 

	“By this time (1996, NdA) students were destroying college networks playing Doom, but we felt the internet should be the place to play games with your friends, specifically roleplaying games based on the Ultima franchise. It was new, crazy and no one at Origin or EA knew if it could work.”

	Edmond Meinfelder

	 

	“The ‘New Character Spawning Areas’ became a slaughterhouse. We saw it during test but it didn't get fixed until well after the game was fully open. I think maybe the UO designers hoped people would ‘play nice’ at the start, but they were proven wrong pretty quickly.”

	Robert White

	 

	In 1994, Richard Garriott began seriously considering the creation of a persistent online RPG similar to the first graphical MUDs. His intention was to leverage the well-established lore of the Ultima series and create a game that could give its many fans a virtual way to meet, fight, trade, and create in an online society.

	It was not the first time that an online multiplayer version of Ultima was up for discussion in Origin's offices. Multiplayer Ultima, or “Multima,” was not a new idea and twice had been given the green light to build a prototype. 

	The first time around, it was up to James Van Artsdalen, who had considerable experience porting games to IBM PC, to create the prototype. Between 1987 and 1988, he set to work to create software that could interface multiple players via an online modem connection. Despite Origin's growing interest in the potential of modem connections–which would soon lead to the release of OMEGA and the creation of an Origin BBS designed specifically for gamers and fans of the company–the time was not yet right for such a groundbreaking product. Both in terms of technology and the size of the market for such a game, the climate simply wasn’t right and the project was cancelled in 1988. Its fate was also sealed by Artsdalen leaving Origin to join Ken Arnold and John Miles at Dell Computers.

	The second iteration of Multima involved Dr. Cat, who was also thinking about creating an online game. He explains, 

	“When I had the idea for MMORPGs in 1985, it was very exciting to me. I thought ‘it's too early to even try to do this, but I'll wait for the right moment and try to be first.’ In the 1990s, it was still very exciting to me, doing a lot of pioneering work and struggling with all kinds of interesting technical challenges and design challenges, and moving into new things like community management challenges and ‘games as a service rather than a product.’ Having gotten my first modem in 1980 and having been online forever was a big help–and was why I was always the advocate for ‘we're going to make online games someday’ at Origin in the 1980s and early 90s.”

	At the start of 1990, it seemed that the time had finally come.

	The Multima project had been greenlit again as it had all the prerequisites for a good product. Origin piqued the interest of GEnie, a company specializing in innovative online services. GEnieproposed that they would publish Multima and have it developed externally by Kesmai, a software house with a proven track record in online video games. By then, Kesmai was known for Air Warrior, an online aerial fighting game published in 1987, also by GEnie.

	The plan was that Kesmai would be provided with the source code for Ultima VI, which they would then use as the basis for developing a graphical client for an online role-playing game. To ensure the game’s fame and ultimate success, Origin would leverage Ultima's IP and have the project supervised by Dr. Cat.

	At the beginning of the 1990s, GEnie was an extremely innovative and dynamic company. The market was admittedly still niche, however, it gave clear indications toward constant and rapid growth. Among GEnie’s various competitors was one that was particularly fierce: then called Quantum Computer Services, now known as America Online.

	When AOL learned that GEnie was negotiating for a new service to offer its subscribers, it contacted Origin to make a counterproposal.

	“The problem is, they were lying,” Dr. Cat recalls, “they figured ‘if we tell this lie and offer a better deal, but then never sign a contract or write an advance money check, we can get our competitor GEnie to have one less game and compete against us less effectively, as a cost to us of zero. Let's do that.’”

	Once the negotiations with GEnie were over, QCS did not sign with Origin and the project was put on hold again. Dr. Cat, one of the most passionate proponents of the online gaming market at Origin, finally left the company to form his software house. Shortly thereafter, OSI was bought by EA and for several years, there was no room for any kind of bold experimentation.

	In the mid 1990s, the growing number of users connected to the internet or at least equipped with modems to connect directly to other computers was steadily increasing. This interconnectivity was a boon for games like Doom, Rise of the Triad, and HeXen: Beyond Heretic. These were games mostly belonging to the category of first person shooters (FPS) where players met in arenas to decide who was the most skilled and fastest. However, there were also some real time strategy (RTS) games, such as Warcraft, the founding installment of the famous series of titles from Blizzard.

	Garriott's project was different from those of the other famous developers at the time, such as Carmack and Romero, because it didn’t consist of creating a temporary arena for a small number of players for mere minutes of heated gameplay. Rather, it was about creating a real virtual world that was persistent and always available for all the players on Earth; a game environment in which some players could connect to and take over from those who logged off to go to sleep or work. A world where life went on even when the players disconnected and turned off the computer.

	It was a new concept and it was not easy to embrace or understand in its entirety. This made it difficult to evaluate with any true objectivity. EA's management, in particular, was the least equipped with the necessary visionary qualities to understand and embrace the scope of Garriott's idea. Like every corporate giant, EA had become hostile to adventures and reluctant to enter unknown lands. Yet here was Richard, about to introduce a project in which the known variables were practically non-existent.

	Garriott’s first two attempts to convince Larry Probst, EA's successor to Trip Hawkins, had failed and Richard was beginning to consider simply giving up and leaving Origin. His brother Robert had already left and one of his most capable collaborators, Warren Spector, would follow him within a year and a half. After all, the company was changing rapidly. With the large number of new developers, often from other studios, coupled with the gradual departure of the old ones, the steadily diminishing core of Origin veterans was now the minority.

	For the third attempt, Richard steeled himself and had no intention of leaving the CEO's office without a green light. “I literally would not take no for an answer,” Garriott remembers, “this time I went into CEO Larry Probst’s office and told him, ‘look, we spend five million or more on any game we develop. Give me $250,000 to prove to you this is viable.’”

	Probst accepted, though still not totally convinced. Given how difficult even this limited success was to attain, Richard later described the CEO thusly, “Larry Probst was often not supportive of the things I was doing, but I respect Larry because he was always clear, rational, and consistent in his lack of support.”

	Despite having the green light, the project was far from being in a strong position to succeed. One of Probst’s conditions was that Garriott would not develop his project against the “next true Ultima,” i.e. Ascension. The budget at Richard’s disposal allowed him neither much room to manoeuvre nor the possibility of hiring qualified, high-level personnel to start a new team. And Probst’s limitation meant that Garriott couldn't even get his hands on the staff already working on Ultima IX. 

	Even the estimate of $250,000 was improvised, dictated more by psychological than economic or mathematical considerations: with a higher budget, the possibility of getting a flat-out no would have been nearly assured and Garriott was not willing to accept that answer. Therefore, he had guessed what the maximum economic commitment that EA would be willing to provide was and used this figure for his budget request, despite knowing that the money would most likely not be enough.

	In 1994, no one had ever built a commercial graphical MUD. Thus, no one had a clear idea of how much development could cost, how long the work could last, and how many resources could be swallowed up in the management of the game and the maintenance of the machines after publication. It was an entirely unknown land, just the kind of commercial operation that was wholly extraneous to the DNA of Electronic Arts though right at home to Garriott’s Origin Systems.

	To face this difficult challenge, Richard initially had only two people at his disposal: Ken Demarest, who had led the programming team for The Black Gate and became famous for BioForge (1995), and Starr Long. 

	The latter was a young man who unassumingly joined the ranks of Origin in 1992 when he answered an ad for a paid game tester. Long started his career at OSI in the QA department, working to identify software bugs and malfunctions to help programmers write better code. Later, he collaborated on the documentation of Ultima VII, Wing Commander III, and ShadowCaster. In the mid ‘90s, his rising career led him to lead the QA department for BioForge (1995).  

	The real leap forward for Starr came with this new online RPG project where he took the role of associate producer, working side by side with Richard. Later, Garriott needed to focus his finite attention elsewhere and Starr filled the director’s seat by himself. Meanwhile, the project continued to face challenges.

	Unable to pull staff from Ultima IX, the only conceivable path forward was to try to fish among programmers and developers who already had experience with similar software, i.e. MUD developers. Accustomed to working on passion projects, MUD developers, both creators and maintainers, were certainly much cheaper than game developers. At the end of the day, Garriott didn't need a refined and commercial ready game made and finished, but rather only a sort of tech demo. The goal was to create a piece of software that was able to show that the project was possible so as to defeat Probst's reluctance.

	The first programmer recruited specifically for Richard's new project was Rick Delasmith. Rick had worked for Moraffware, a company that had collaborations with Origin previously. In a chance encounter, Starr Long had the opportunity to talk personally with Delasmith about online multiplayer games, though Rick was ironically not a fan of them despite having actively participated in the programming of a MUD.

	Delasmith was soon hired and, when asked by Long about possible candidates to evaluate to enlarge the team, he proposed two friends he had worked with for LegendMUD: the husband and wife duo of Raph and Kristen Koster.51 Raph recalls a funny moment, “This did lead to oddities, like Richard Garriott logging into LegendMUD as ‘Lord British’ and chatting with everyone there. No one believed it was really him!”

	The two young game designers applied to Origin by submitting a project they had conceived some time before. They wanted to create a MUD with an advanced and original crafting system which they called a “resource system.” The interview was held in the summer of 1995 and went relatively well and they were immediately offered positions. As the online project team wasn’t ready for game designers, the offer was for positions in the QA department. Raph and Kristen refused, however, fearing that they would have to stay anchored as QA with no real career prospects.

	A few weeks later, the pair were called back to Origin's offices with a proposal to join the team as designers. It was then that they discovered the documents they had submitted for their application had been used as a basis to start creating the game. This was September 1st, 1995.

	On the hunt for programmers with experience in online gaming, Ken Demarest even resorted to Usenet, where he posted an ad to which Edmond Meinfelder replied. Edmond recalls, “I was working at the Naval Research Laboratory in Washington D.C. I was working on super computers and advanced networking, which sounds cool, but government-funded research is slow. I was bored, but my job provided me with internet access. I [was] reading USENET and I saw a post from a guy named Ken Demarest advertising for a programmer to work on a new online game using the internet and they encouraged MUD developers to apply.”

	Having a long time passion for games, Meinfelder saw this as an opportunity to break out of the monotony of his current work. He continues, “back then, Origin was the biggest name in PC games. I played the hell out of Wing Commander and enjoyed Ultima. Having always dreamed of working in the games industry, I applied, interviewed with the team, was offered and accepted a position. It was the most exciting moment of my career.”

	Around this time, Ken Demarest left the scene to found his own company, Titanic Entertainment, Inc. He would go on to develop and publish the RTS game NetStorm: Islands At War. With Ken’s departure, Garriott's online project team now exclusively comprised young programmers and designers on their first major project. The team's skills, however, were as remarkable as their inexperience.

	Even the non-staff resources available were not comparable to those of other development teams. Origin was growing at a fast pace and Multima's team–alternatively called UltiMUD initially–found no place in the main office, ending up far away from everyone on a floor of the new building that was still under construction. Years later, Raph would tell the story of how he once worked in a place where one could fall right out of the building if they roamed a bit too distractedly. That wasn’t his only memory from that time.

	Raph illustrates, “The prototype server sat under the thermostat, so it was always freezing. We used to bring fingerless gloves to work to be able to type. We rarely saw the rest of the company. When Warren's entire group was dismantled, Richard came up to tell us, and said ‘as you have probably heard, we did huge layoffs today’ and we all looked at each other in perplexity. We had not heard. We were skunkworks.”52

	Edmond Meinfelder, now the third programmer of the team and in charge of fixing the network code, had MUD experience that was different from that of the other developers. Whereas LegendMUD was a hack and slash experience and based mainly on action, Edmond’s experience dealt more with social interaction and role-playing. After creating some MUDs from the TinyMUD source code, Meinfelder successfully implemented a MuSH53 named TooMUSH.

	Richard's project was slowly but steadily taking shape, all without the rest of the company knowing much about it. Given this, Starr Long asked Edmond to use the Point of Origin newsletter to explain what was boiling in the skunkworks pot to the other colleagues. Meinfelder explains, “So, the motivation was to tell people about this amazing team who created games in their spare time on the internet called MUDs, who were creating this new, exciting thing we all wanted to exist: graphical roleplaying games online with a massive number of players.”

	The rest of Origin's staff read the article, which talked about how MUDs were born in text form, evolved with graphical features, and how the Multima team was composed, but then they quickly moved on. “We were too busy making games,” Edmond recalls.

	Scott Philips, another programmer on the Multima team, was also a former MUD implementor. Philips was a friend of Dr. Cat. However, Scott’s entry to Origin was due to his previous experience as administrator of JediMUD, which was obviously based on Star Wars, George Lucas’ science fiction movie which was already a source of inspiration for Richard Garriott’s space section of Ultima.

	By this time, Origin programmers had dabbled several times with the prospect of trying to turn titles from the Ultima titles into multiplayer games. While their solutions were improvised, they were not trivial. The programmers had a lot of fun messing around in the code and even more so trying to play their creations together.

	This time, however, rather than modifying a complete engine from a published Ultima title,54 the Multima team decided to start from scratch. The task of creating this new engine had fallen on the shoulders of Rick Delasmith, who had programmed the first prototype practically by himself, starting from the design notes left by the two Kosters. It was a tile-based engine with an isometric view that, from some points of view, was a step back compared to the technology used in Pagan and even the two Ultima VIIs, but it worked well with contemporary network infrastructure and accepted more connections.

	Only a few months after Probst's green light, the first version of the online graphical RPG that Garriott wanted Origin to publish was ready. It was a rudimentary program, based on an engine that allowed only four players to connect, talk, interact, and, arguably the most fun part, fight to the death. In practice, it allowed players to perform, in a rudimentary way, the classic MUD activities in which PVP interactions were possible.

	Garriott's involvement was limited. In early 1995, multiple Origin development teams were working simultaneously on products in the Ultima series: Multima, Ultima IX, and The Lost Vale, although the latter would soon be cancelled. Garriott decided to delegate and left Starr Long as director and Raph Koster as head of design.

	The software produced in record time was not the definitive proof that Probst needed, but it was clear evidence that the project was feasible. The only remaining unknown was the available resources as the $250,000 budget was clearly insufficient to turn the prototype into something commercially viable.

	In December 1995, before Garriott and Long's team had a chance to put together any kind of fully realized software, Meridian 59 beat them to the punch and opened their game to the public for a series of tests. In a way, it was a bit of a cold shower for the Multima staff: not only had they been scooped, but Meridian 59 had collected only 25,000 players, a number that EA's managers surely would have considered unsatisfactory.

	Meinfelder and Koster, however, were not intimidated. Meinfelder recalls, “Raph and I both logged [in] and looked around. Raph liked some ideas, I hated the Doom-like looks and ugly engine. No one on the team thought Meridian 59 was a threat, but we thought it showed what we [were] doing–multiplayer games on the internet was beginning.”

	Meridian 59 at this time was far from a complete product and the work lasted much longer before it was marketed in earnest. Given this, the Multima team made an incredible effort to reach March 1996 with software capable of connecting 250 people. And thus, that number of players were selected to be the first to enter the virtual gaming environment and test the product to study its behavior. It was the first pre-alpha, an event limited to a very exclusive audience, but for which the Origin staff had tried to prepare for everything. They attempted to foresee every possible problem and took great care of every detail to ensure there would be no surprises. This, of course, did not work as expected.

	The pioneers of graphical MUDs had already experienced the unpredictability of player behavior in virtual environments. Every aspect of their software and game mechanics, though rigorously studied and every possibility thought evaluated, could be disrupted, overturned, and upset in an instant. Habitat, the small graphical MUD created by LucasArts in the 1980s, had waylaid its developers with this immutable reality. “Again and again we found that activities based on often unconscious assumptions about player behavior had completely unexpected outcomes (when they were not simply outright failures). It was clear that we were not in control. The more people we involved in something, the less in control we were.”55 The same thing happened to Garriott's team.

	They tried to create a perfect virtual environment for their players, giving them the tools to interact, talk, and test the software while having fun and fighting. No one at Origin was ready for what would happen once the gates were opened and the first 250 players were allowed in. In Garriott’s words, “That fun turned to pure terror the first time we let in other players during beta testing.”

	Virtually all of the programmers' predictions turned out to be wrong, either based on faulty unconscious assumptions about the players' behavior, their own behavior, and/or what they would have wanted to do. The servers proved to be unable to accommodate the players, network performance dropped, and there were disconnections and complaints from both those who were unable to play as well as players who were in the game dealing with crushing network performance. When too many players were concentrated in the same region, performance collapsed terribly and even moving around became a difficult, time-consuming, and nigh impossible action at times.

	Surprisingly, the horror of the developers was completely offset by the enthusiasm of the players. While Garriott's team, and Richard first of all, was ready to close everything, convinced that he had given the worst possible demonstration of his project, the players were ready to carry on because they liked it, despite the technical problems.

	Sensing the possibility at another shot, Richard made a risky announcement on the Origin website. The game’s title was changed to Ultima Online and Garriott asked fans to sign up for the next phase of testing. The average connection speed in 1996–28.8 Kbps at best–was still too low to allow players to download the several dozens of megabytes large client. Thus the volunteers were asked to pay five dollars to get a CD-ROM with the installation file.

	It was a simple yet innovative idea that in a way broke with the rest of the company. The UO team had acted without contacting marketing, without asking permission, and without agreeing with management on how to move forward. Raph Koster elaborates, “This was the period where we did things like launch our own marketing website, logo, and even a beta program that cost money, without letting marketing know.”

	In more recent times, the beta testing phase of a game is often leveraged as a marketing opportunity to promote the product before it is available on the shelves. A well executed beta can give players the opportunity to try the game, become passionate about it, and evangelize it to their friends. In 1996, however, beta testing was just a cost that companies had to bear, often with paid play testers bound by contracts with confidentiality clauses: it was an unproductive cost, which in no way translated into any kind of marketing benefit as beta testers were obliged not to talk about their experiences.

	With this paid beta test, Origin could replenish its coffers–Probst's $250,000 was almost spent–and show EA that the number of players interested in an online game was greater than analysts had predicted, especially given that the enthusiasm for Ultima Online was so great that fans were even willing to pay to try it.

	The marketing department, working in the dark without any experience in this new field, worked out a forecast of 30,000 copies sold throughout the lifetime of the game. This figure was based mostly on the response given to Meridian 59 but also on the assumption that few users had, or would have had, the technological tools to connect to the servers and even less would have been willing to pay twice: both for the game client and then the recurring monthly subscription fees.

	The estimate turned out to be completely wrong. 50,000 eager fans signed up for beta testing, all perfectly happy to pay. And, if they all paid as predicted, Origin would receive the exact same amount of money Probst had allocated over a year earlier. At this point, EA's managers understood that Garriott's idea could not only work but, unlike normal video games, could also be a source of continuous income as players would have to pay the monthly fee in order to continue to access Ultima Online's servers. Garriott recalls, “Finally, EA got it. Ultima Online instantly became the most important thing happening in the EA world. The floodgates opened; we got all the money and the development people we needed. After practically ignoring us, EA now decided we needed considerably more management oversight, so we inherited an entire level of EA management people.”

	The economic opportunity was promising but not without its hurdles. The UO team had been working on one problem at a time, reacting as they went. EA's managers, suddenly interested in the online game project, began crunching numbers and forecasting, asking questions that no one had thought of before and that they didn't have firm answers to as this was, again, uncharted territory.

	Just as the revenue was no longer limited to simply selling copies of the game, the expenses Origin would have to incur were not just the development costs of a normal computer game. The servers had to be kept online, along with always-ready staff to solve any technical problems in real time. Once again, Richard found himself wading into the unknown. Aside from the MUD operators, no one had any real experience with putting and managing a persistent game online, and even the previously mentioned few had never dealt with such a large number of players. 

	Having to give answers to EA's managers while at the same time managing an incredibly large community of players, Richard realized he needed help. He imagined that he would need someone with the skills to interface between the company and the paying audience, acting as a link between the two worlds. This person would take charge of bringing the players' feedback directly to the programmers and, at the same time, continue to do marketing among users. Thus the community manager was born.

	Since it was a completely new role at Origin, management didn't even know what name to give to this kind of assignment. The reaction from the community of players was immediate: through forums and discussion groups, players elected representatives who worked with the community manager to talk indirectly with the staff developing the game.56 Once again, the UO players had shown that they could surprise the developers, though it would be far from the last time.

	While this small social evolution of the internet was underway, the Ultima Online team had managed to prepare the software for the second phase of the beta, which planned to test 2,000 players. Unlike the pre-alpha, the players would now be able to enter a much larger virtual world including Lord British's castle, the city of Britain, and its suburbs. The outskirts of Britain were populated by farms and were threatened by ogre camps and the undead inhabitants of a nearby small crypt. The isometric world was slowly taking shape and had changed its name once again, this time to Ultima Online: The Shattered Legacy.

	UO’s virtual doors opened to the public for the second time in May of 1996, synergizing with that year’s E3 event. As had happened previously, all of the developers’ attempts to create a solid client-server architecture were in vain as the software was hungrily stormed and put to the test within minutes of opening the beta. The press greeted the project with mixed reactions, indicating the many critical issues still to be addressed but, at the same time, noting the potential of the game. As had happened with the previous test, the technical difficulties, malfunctions, and slowdowns did not prevent the public from having fun and understanding the potential of the product, which made the E3 demo a good advertising vehicle.

	While thousands more CD-ROMs were sent to the volunteers on the list, the game world was enlarged again. As Habitat developers correctly predicted, the more people involved in the virtual environment, the greater the instability and unpredictability of the system. Garriott himself experienced time and again the difficulties in attempting to control the evolution of the virtual world of his own creation. 

	The initial Britannian surprise came when the players enacted the first virtual protest to make the developers understand that the lag57 had become an unignorable problem and that it had to be addressed immediately. Despite having only clumsy organizational technology limited to Ultima Online's own internal chat, which required players to be no more than a single screen away from each other, and external messaging programs, such as ICQ (just launched in mid 1996), players managed to stage a spectacular and controversial protest. Gathered en masse in front of Lord British's castle, they requested entry and then got drunk in droves, filling the screen with offensive words.

	Similar to Ultima VI, the UO programmers had thought it amusing to implement a drunkenness system which would allow players to achieve an inebriated state after consuming several alcoholic in-game items. Additionally, the devs predicted that players would use obscene language and implemented chat filters based on keywords. However, they did not realize that the players would use the drunkenness mechanism to create a unique manifestation that led to hundreds of characters staggering through the halls of Lord British's palace and vomiting everywhere. Furthermore, they hadn't anticipated that the more skilled players would immediately find a way to circumvent the blocks on obscene words, using a coded form of English characterized by the use of non-alphabetical characters instead of normal letters, chosen for the similarity in appearance, or by using small phonetic changes, such as “z” instead of “s” and so on.

	The player behavior was a surprise to everyone and basically confirmed how difficult–or even impossible–it was to control or predict the users' actions. Shenanigans included players in Moonglow removing their pants, turning their backs to Lord British, and kneeling, which would reveal their avatar’s naked buttocks to the dismayed game designer and, of course, the player who would infamously manage to kill Lord British’s avatar in front a huge audience. This raucous virtual world, created by Origin and inhabited by players with unprecedented free will, was coming to life autonomously. It began to forge its own path, one that was not the direction initially planned by its developers.

	Alongside the role-playing game enthusiasts and fans of the Ultima series, who had taken the opportunity given to them by UO to enter a virtual world and exist as living incarnations of the Avatar, there were players who preferred to choose another life. These players did not speak archaic English, but rather a new dialect, made of abbreviations, misspellings of English words, technical terms, and neologisms useful for new online role-playing needs. Alongside the virtuous adventurers who organized themselves to solve the crypt quest in the beta, there were players who preferred to devote themselves exclusively to PVP, massacring other users’ avatars, because the freedom given to them by the game had made everything not only possible but very arguably legitimate.

	Among this second group of players was one whose notoriety surpassed all others. Meinfelder explains, “One player, Aquaman, somehow reached an ungodly level and went on a killing spree of the other players.”

	The skill system during the beta was mostly similar to the final one but with a few important differences. The first was that with each death, a player’s skills were reduced. The Aquaman player had been able to strengthen his character so much that he could wholesale slaughter other players. Unfortunately for him, his victims organized themselves in groups and reacted harshly, killing him several times, which, because of the death penalty, rendered his character no longer a threat.

	The second important difference was that players learned skills not only by performing certain actions (or failing in their attempt to complete them), but also by watching other characters in action. “You also could learn by watching another player use the skill,” Raph Koster explains, “this just happened any time you were close to another player who used a skill and wasn’t a choice!”

	On paper, it was an intriguing element as players could learn from one another. Unfortunately, since the total sum of the skills that a character could master at the same time was capped, involuntarily learning a skill from another player was detrimental to stronger characters as it would trigger an equal corresponding reduction of some other skill to make room for the advancement. High skill levels that had been built through many hours of grinding could be lost without so much as an indication that it was happening. It was obviously not a good design choice and did not survive the beta phase.

	One of the most pressing issues to tackle, of course, was the huge influx of players. The long list of beta players was merely the vanguard of an army of users ready to buy the game. EA's management understood that Ultima Online could be an extremely profitable product but, unlike a traditional game, an online game could only work as long as the servers were able to handle all of the players and guarantee adequate performance. 

	The marketing team’s predictions were disastrously wrong. The 30,000 copies, which was estimated to be the sum of sales for the product's entire lifetime, was only a fraction of the number of players willing to pay just to try a not-yet-complete game. Additionally, another 100,000 other players were ready to buy the box, install the game, pay the subscription, and enter Britannia to explore the latest virtual world of Lord British.

	The huge number of players, besides being unpredictable, was both a blessing and a terrible challenge. As the project took shape, the developers implemented not only features already present in other graphical MUDs, but also completely new systems, such as the ability to create a home and place it on the grounds outside of the city, or the code that dynamically regulated the ecosystem of Britannia, where predators actively hunted for prey and the number of both was closely related to demographics.

	When the virtual moongates to Britannia opened, however, all the delicate balance collapsed in an instant. The players, like super-predators, had wholesale slaughtered any and all forms of animal life. Dogs, wolves, horses, sheep, and fallow deer were all slaughtered, quickly reducing the population to zero. Seeing no easy way to prevent mass extinction with the existing code, the programmers could only shrug their shoulders sadly and erase the ecological feature that they had so laboriously built.

	Related to the ecological code, the experience system that allowed some rabbits to level up and comically become predators of wolves (and even players) was collaterally removed. Naturally, the development team found this circumstance very funny and celebrated it with predictable killer rabbit jokes and quotes from Monty Python and the Holy Grail, before grudgingly removing it. The team, however, assured Koster that a super rabbit would remain somewhere in the final version of the game.

	Dungeon ecosystems had also been destroyed. Groups of players poured into the ruins only to discover that other parties had already annihilated all forms of life, opened every door, and searched all the caskets in search of anything of value. Where the players theoretically should have found a fun and otherwise valid challenge, there was a desert of defeated monsters and crumbled skeletons. The players were left waiting, ready to fight whatever enemies the system regenerated much too slowly.

	In addition to these issues, which could be relatively easily remedied by modifying some parameters such as the speed of regeneration of fauna and monsters, one of the most serious problems was housing. The housing system in Ultima Online consisted of a player buying a deed which was then used on a fairly large flat space, thus giving rise to a building. Since the building space was limited out of necessity for performance reasons, only a certain number of players could have a house at the same time. 

	The system monitored player usage and access and removed unused houses to make room for other more active players. However, there was only so much the system could do as the map, the final version of which was approximately the size of Ultima VII, had a finite amount of space for virtual real estate. Naturally, this implied a limit to the number of active players that could be hosted on a single game map as too many players would cause an unacceptable (and unplayable) scarcity of fauna, monsters, treasures, and living space.

	A similar problem arose on the back end. Having to manage all the player connections in real time in addition to the regeneration of flora, fauna, and monsters was a tremendous burden for the servers. All of this was in addition to the need to store the offline characters along with their inventories, bank boxes, ships, and houses owned. The servers of the era could only manage a limited number of active and disconnected players.

	When it became clear to EA that UO could be their next golden goose, management decided to strengthen the development team. To do so, they reversed Probst’s initial limitation and drew from a project they had little faith in from the start: Ultima IX.

	Led by Raph Koster, the team comprised young programmers and developers, talented and experienced in MUD development for sure, but new to the video games industry. The skunkworks nature of the project, with its autonomy and physical separation on an unfinished floor of Origin's offices, had not helped the newcomers integrate with the veterans. Moving personnel from Ultima IX to UO made it much more complicated.

	By 1996, Origin was already having a severe identity crisis. Its unprecedented growth watered down the corporate culture and the number of projects not approved by the top brass of EA had severely demoralized the most creative people. The games that did see the green light were few compared to the less risky, and thus less innovative and creative, ones. EA was already known for its aversion to risk and propensity toward sequels to popular series.

	On May 13th, 1996, after many disappointments due to the continuous rejection of his projects, Warren Spector began to find the situation increasingly intolerable. He explains, “My new projects weren't being greenlit, which got frustrating. My teams and I had all sorts of cool ideas (including what eventually became Deus Ex), but EA never seemed interested. They were focused on the big-budget games Richard, Chris, and Andy Hollis were making, not on my lower budget stuff.”

	At that same moment, an old acquaintance of his, Paul Neurath, creator of the Ultima Underworld series, proposed that Warren join the team at Looking Glass Studios. Despite EA’s reluctance to approve his projects, leaving Origin wasn't that easy. Spector continues, “Origin had been a very special place–a place where you could really feel like we were going to change the world. I thought I was going to retire from Origin someday–gold watch and everything–but things don't always work out the way you expect. My professional life turned out okay after Origin. No complaints.”

	In the same year, Dallas Snell also left Origin. Chris Roberts began to seriously consider moving into film production and leaving Texas for Hollywood, even though it would take a lot of time to become the director of a Wing Commander-based film, he would say goodbye to OSI to start his own video game company, Digital Anvil.

	As Ultima IX’s team was moved to UO to lend a hand, the tension and misunderstandings that had long been gestating between the skunkworks team and the veterans began to breach. The first explosion was sparked by the discontent the Ultima IX developers felt when they realized that their game, for the second time, had been put on hiatus and set aside in favor of the more financially promising Ultima Online. Their move to the UO team, although temporary, was a still clear signal that Ultima IX was expendable in EA’s eyes.

	Thus the UO team found itself more than doubled in a single night. The young, dynamic, and inexperienced developers suddenly found themselves immersed in a much larger team, consisting mainly of slower programmers and designers with different ideas. This larger team, only a few hours earlier, had written their last lines of code for a single player computer role-playing game and had no experience with online gaming. They did, however, have a great deal of experience with creating a viable commercial product and understood well the importance of limiting scope. 

	It was not only a culture and experience clash, but also a generational conflict, which was exacerbated by poor management. EA’s plan to quadruple the staff by moving the entire Ultima IX team to UO was carried out without clarifying any team hierarchy or organizational details.

	Raph Koster, as lead designer, was carefully listened to by the original team, though much less so by the newly arrived developers. This issue was amplified as Koster had no organizational authority over the old guard from Ultima IX. The growing resentment and discontent over Ultima IX’s fate ended up affecting general morale and creating further opportunities for friction. Koster recalls,  “Animosity between the teams was very high, especially since the UO team didn’t want the U9 folks there, and the U9 folks didn’t want to be pulled off their project. It was very awkward.”

	Although they were all professionals and had the common goal of creating a quality game, the two groups were never able to integrate properly. Cultural, age, and experiential differences were too great and the circumstances surrounding the union of the two teams had not helped to facilitate the difficult match at all. Realistically, however, the UO team was already experiencing difficulties due to its youth and inexperience, even before the arrival of Ultima IX team. Raph Koster illustrates an example,

	“I remember one incident that was a great example of the culture clash. The question was how we would have NPCs talk in the game. We were assigned an Ultima veteran to write a conversation system, and he spent weeks and weeks designing something with trees and flags and branching dialogue and all the rest. Kristen and I had a MUD background and we strongly objected; we were used to a keyword system, where you just said a keyword, and got back an answer. You could flag the player, if you needed to, but it was not a rich branching system. We objected very loudly, rudely even, saying–rightly–that doing a branching system was way too heavy and we’d never ever be able to create all the content required. This culminated in a meeting with Richard, Starr, Kristen, and myself in a room, where Kristen and I basically ended up sulking and being very rude to Richard. Starr admonished us afterwards that we were behaving badly and improperly to the head of the studio. He was absolutely right.

	“But we were right too–that conversation system never went in because it was too big, and instead I had to design and write a whole new one on very short notice, and write a huge amount of the dialogue myself too, because the veteran with great experience was being applied to the wrong problem, because the single-player folks had not wrapped their heads around the game’s scale.”

	The misunderstandings continued on the other side of the barricade as well. The developers of Ultima IX had to struggle to understand the intentions of their new colleagues and the dialogue was not particularly fruitful. A major reason for this was that those who knew what and how the work should be done were too busy with their own projects to explain to and manage the others.

	Because of this chaotic atmosphere, Bob White and Ragnar Shuermann, who had just arrived from Ultima IX, ended up performing a deep-dive study on the UO project for themselves to figure out how to help. Just as their new colleagues on the UO side had struggled to understand the motivations and design choices of the branched dialogues, the two Ultima IX designers were amazed by choices that were seemingly incomprehensible to them. Bob White recalls, “Ragnar Shuermann and I got tasked with a big one. There was no magic or special effects in the game. In fact the entire magic system had not been designed at all. A very odd oversight, but the main UO designers had been focused on minutia, for what I would call silly little details that really added nothing to the game.”

	Having been asked to build the magic system from scratch, White and Shuermann divided the tasks between them. Robert was a less skilled programmer and commenced working on paper. While White designed the spells and the artists created the necessary assets, Shuermann studied how best to integrate the special effects into the game engine. Ragnar explains, “It took a few months but we finally got all the magic in place while some of the other designers began helping us find bugs and imbalances in the system. By the time we got the magic system operational we were at the end of the alpha phase and moving to the restricted public beta.”

	Herman Miller, a veteran of the Ultima series, was also imported from the UIX team where he had been working on the important tasks of camera positioning, graphics engine optimization, collisions, and monster pathfinding. However, when he arrived on the UO team a few months before the final release, Miller was mainly used only to optimize the code to make it faster.

	Garriott's original project envisioned a single world, the same for everyone, which would make it possible to create an undivided virtual society, with its own history and legends. The technology, however, was not ready to accommodate the tremendous number of players on a single hardware and software platform. This made it necessary to create several different instances of the same server, coexisting yet distinct and all initially the same, but populated by different characters.

	In an attempt to give a plausible explanation to the naturally occurring existence of many different instances of the same world, each with the same geography and the same rules but populated by different people with different histories, Garriott dug into Ultima lore and found a foothold via the destruction of the gem of immortality. The gem, crafted by the evil wizard Mondain to become invincible, had been destroyed by the Stranger from another world in the first chapter of the series, shattered into myriad pieces. However, unbeknownst to the player at the time, the world of Britannia had been duplicated and enclosed in each fragment, creating a multiverse with countless equal instances of Lord British’s kingdom.

	Players were given the possibility to choose the world in which to start their adventures,  knowing that the universes were all created at the same time and had the same geography and physical rules. However, these worlds would end up diverging, thanks entirely to the actions of the characters who populated them.

	Consistent with the explanation provided, the different servers of Ultima Online were called “shards” to represent the fragments of the shattered gem. Initially only four shards were created, all in North America (Pacific, Great Lakes, Lake Superior, and Eastern), but the incredible number of boxes sold and the onslaught of new players forced the developers to spin up additional shards. Within a few years, shards were created for Europe, Japan, and the rest of Asia. Curiously, the word “shard” entered the lexicon of online video games, used to indicate the different servers of the same virtual game world. According to some sources, it also became a technical term used in computer science to define a particular database architecture.

	In Ultima Online, players did not have many constraints. There were no classes or levels, but rather only skills. These skills were measured in percentages, to be cultivated following the mechanics introduced in Ultima VIII, i.e. perfecting them via use. With this system, players could choose how to evolve their character with great freedom, having to deal only with the so-called skill-cap, i.e. the maximum overall score of all skills combined. 

	Players could choose their name, sex, and dress as they preferred–or, at least as best they could at first–and set off for adventure, exploring the world, fighting, or choosing a quieter city life as a fishermen, carpenter, or other artisan. The economy, mainly in the hands of the players, was alive and, thanks to the resource system, allowed anyone to earn a living in some way, be it working, fighting, stealing, or even killing their neighbor.

	Fishermen and hunters could gather food, cook it, and sell it in the city squares. Adventurers could escort NPCs or other players on dangerous trips from city to city. The most skilled magicians could earn a living by opening portals to make instant trips that would otherwise be tediously long. Each player, however, always had to reckon with the often evil intentions of their neighbor: portals opened for payment or courtesy could lead to dangerous places or real ambushes and impromptu travel companions, upon leaving the invisible safety boundaries of cities, could turn into cruel murderers and ruthless thieves.

	The money, in the form of gold coins, was generated mainly through the killing of monsters and the opening of treasures, after which the currency began to circulate in a fairly realistic way. Each character had to eat constantly and needed clothes at a minimum and many players required weapons and armor for their play style. While many things could be bought from the NPCs, which sank money back out of the virtual economy, it was generally cheaper to buy from the players as nearly everything could be produced by artisans and only the playing characters were able to create particularly powerful weapons and armor, starting from the most precious materials.

	In Britannia, thousands of people were busy doing virtual work every day, such as cutting wood or digging ore, melting it into ingots, and creating metal objects. Players continuously created goods and thus generated wealth. In such an economic system, inflation should have theoretically skyrocketed, taking on a course similar to the Weimar Republic between the two world wars, though in reality, this didn’t happen. This was because the characters kept dying, killed by hunger, monsters, disconnections, and above all, by other players. When a character was killed, their belongings remained on the ground, at the mercy of the first passerby, who could not always carry everything for various reasons. Be it limited inventory space or the sheer weight of the dropped goods, items were often left to avoid being weighed down too much to avoid an opportunistic bandit looking for an easy score. These remaining items were deleted within a short time by the strict rules of the server to keep performance as high as possible.

	The wealth generated every day by thousands of hard-working players was therefore systematically destroyed in skirmishes, duels, ambushes, and even full out wars. Gold was exchanged between players acting as merchants, wayfarers, and city dwellers. It was also passed from players directly to NPCs for the purchase of deeds for houses and boats and for guildstones, which were necessary to establish an organization of players.

	It was a lively and vibrant economy, strengthened by new players entering the virtual world of Britannia each day and needing everything from clothing and food to hatchets and fishing rods. In return, these new players immediately began to generate more wealth and goods, thus keeping the cycle alive. 

	Incredibly, the virtual economy of Ultima Online quickly began to escape into the real economy of the United States as the demand for virtual goods was met with the offer of real dollars. Richard Garriott recalls,

	“I remember the first time I found out that an object from our game was being sold on eBay. It was only two or three months after the game became playable. A rare and magical sword was for sale for $100 and we were all flabbergasted. First of all, we wondered about the logistics. These sales require the trust that a seller will pony up after being paid. And the concept that people would pay real money, sometimes a lot of it, for virtual goods seemed bizarre. We weren’t prepared for it and we didn’t know what to do about it. In some ways we still don’t.”

	Soon after, Garriott's online game spawned the first RMTs (i.e. real money traders), people dedicated to making real money by selling virtual goods or services.58 The problem, from Origin's point of view, was not trivial. With no legitimate system in place to facilitate paid transactions, a buyer could easily be cheated after paying real money for an in-game item. These unfortunate players would reach out to customer care, complaining they had been cheated, which happened frequently. Another risk was that the player could lose the item they had paid so much for due to technical reasons such as a phone line hiccup or a server crash.

	In the early days, in fact, the hardware and software that Ultima Online's client-server architecture was based on was far from reliable. The analog connections that most users had were subject to slowdowns and disconnections and the servers, in the worst cases, could suddenly go offline. Once restarted, technical support would often have to load an older backup, effectively canceling any recent transactions and returning any sold items directly to the vendor's inventory.

	In all these cases, technical support would be contacted by angry users who spent real money, sometimes very large sums, on missing or lost items. Thus Origin officially supporting such a practice was untenable, but this was not the only problem Garriott's team had to face.

	As the virtual currency of Ultima Online began to acquire real-world value, another issue arose on the horizon. In addition to the rarest in-game goods, such as swords and magical armor of exceptional power, large quantities of gold itself became a real-world commodity and thus was born the real-life “gold farmer.” Entire sweatshops in developing countries were set up where staff, underpaid and working in poor conditions, were tasked to play at a fast pace to earn virtual gold that was then exchanged for real dollars.

	Soon the richest regions in virtual Britannia ended up in the hands of organized groups of players who denied entry to outsiders. As long as they were normal players, simple bandits organized territorially for example, it was an acceptable practice. However, when dungeons and profitable areas ended up in the hands of groups that made big money and then sold everything for real dollars, ruining the game to everyone else, Origin had to intervene.

	Like other activities that detracted from fun and fair gameplay, this practice had to be stopped. However, the programmers quickly realized that every measure taken was soon neutralized by some gold farmer countermovement. Blocking certain IP addresses turned out to be useless as the farms found a way to divert their traffic to other addresses and be connected through unblocked IPs. The devs were forced to start from scratch and come up with different countermeasures.

	“It has become an endless chase,” Garriott laments. Even today, MMORPG developers have to live with this daily struggle against practices contrary to the contractual clauses that users accept when buying and installing their games. Of course, even all of these issues didn’t fully represent the myriad hurdles the folks at Origin had to face and gameplay had to be tweaked constantly for balance.

	One of the most compelling aspects of Ultima Online was the PVP. In the MUDs from which UO evolved, PVP was a frequent and appreciated activity. In UO, with its superior technology, the PVP scene had evolved, giving way to certain players becoming ruthless robbers dubbed “PK” or “PKers,” which stood for “player killers.” These shady characters lived on the outskirts of cities, ever waiting for a victim to assault, kill, and plunder. The consequences for those who embraced this in-game lifestyle was the impossibility to enter cities and the adoption of a deep red color for the character's name, a mark that immediately signaled to anyone the PK nature of the player. This at least theoretically, made life more difficult for the most ruthless bandits. Nevertheless, by skillfully using their time to manipulate their fame and karma,59 the most skillful players could find the perfect balance of murder and theft, counterbalanced by performing virtous deeds, to continue killing players at a pace to avoid being flagged red.

	Though chronologically set in-game in the years between Ultima III and Ultima IV, Ultima Online hit the shelves in September 1997, about a year after Meridian 59. The success of Garriott's game, however, was an order of magnitude greater than that of Archetype Interactive’s. Within six months, the number of active accounts, all paying the monthly fee, had exceeded 100,000 units, creating an overload for the servers.

	In 1998, one year after release, UO’s first expansion, The Second Age, was published. With this, the game world was significantly broadened via the addition of Lost Lands and the expansion of the bestiary, which included new monsters and mounts. In the following years, Origin continued to expand and retouch the game, publishing expansions almost every year until 2005.

	The phenomenon of Ultima Online was not limited to the impressive numbers of subscribers. As early as 1997, the first version of a software called Ultima Offline eXperiment (UOX), an emulator of UO's client-server structure, appeared, allowing users to play alone on their computers without connecting to the official Origin servers. UOX, consequently, also didn’t require a valid subscription to play.

	Both the code and the idea behind UOX quickly took root in the Ultima fan community. Soon, other programs appeared, some derived from UOX while others completely original, but they all aimed to overcome the structure of Origin's multi-user game and allow users an alternative experience, be it alone, with a small group of friends, or in unofficial public servers.

	Taking cues from Origin's nomenclature, the public servers–often advertised on discussion groups, forums, or even websites–were named “free shards.”

	Until then, it was fairly common for fans with strong programming and hacking skills to work on games to remove protection, install cheat features, and implement trainers or additional fan-made content. It was the first time, however, that a game was completely taken out of the hands of its developers while numerous communities, in a completely autonomous and independent way, proposed iterations and variations of the game to the public.

	Free shards consisted of servers with rules very similar to those of the original game as well as ones with rather different game experiences including custom maps, specialized rule sets, different skills and stat caps, and even class systems, specializations, and races.

	The existence of these free shards was known by Origin and their legality was dubious at best. Raph Koster explains, “On the team, we didn’t much care. We knew about all the servers, and before that, about the various hack tools that players developed. Some of them were better than the tools internally at the company (the hue tool for building color palettes, especially), and we ended up adopting them and using them. Eventually, under Gordon Walton, there was even an official program that gave permission to certain tools once we could verify that they were not usable for nefarious hacks.” 

	After reaching the peak of its popularity in 2003 with about 250,000 active accounts, the number of players began slowly but steadily to decline and with it, the attention of Electronic Arts. Expansions after 2005 became rarer: one in 2009, Ultima Online: Stygian Abyss, followed by a booster pack in 2010, Ultima Online: High Seas, and the latest expansion, Ultima Online: Time of Legends (2015).

	Richard Garriott’s in-game alter ego of Lord British had always been directly controlled by him in UO. When he departed Origin in the year 2000, Lord British went with him, and the ruler of Britannia was absent from his kingdom for quite some time. 

	 


Lord British Must Die 

	 

	“Do you think such a paltry spell can harm one such as Lord Blackthorn?”

	 

	Starr (Lord Blackthorn) Long, moments before the death of Lord British

	 

	“As any Ultima fan knows, killing British is something we've all attempted but never really had any luck with.”

	 

	Rainz, Interview with Rainz, The Man Who Killed Lord British by Paul Bannister

	 

	 

	“I had already left when Lord British was killed. Great story, if true, though. I asked about LB being killed because that wasn't supposed to happen. They said Richard had forgot to set up the character correctly. Richard is pretty smart, so I wonder if he forgot to set himself invincible on purpose.”

	 

	Edmond Meinfelder

	 

	Although ostensibly one of the “good guys,” the character of Lord British has always been the target of attempted assassination by the players since the very first game in which he tangibly appeared. 

	Technically, the first appearance of Lord British was in Akalabeth: World of Doom though the monarch did not appear as a true NPC. Rather, Richard included his alter ego only as the provider of tasks needed to complete the game via a short dialogue on the castle screen in which the player could accept or refuse the assignment to kill a specific monster. This incorporeality made him unassailable, safe from any possible assassination attempt by even the most skilled players.

	In the following episodes, with the goal of creating more realistic and immersive simulations, Richard was able to include increasingly tangible NPCs. Always striving to let players experience the world of Britannia as much as possible, it was soon populated by non-player characters such as guards, jesters, princesses, merchants, monsters, and, of course, the monarch himself. 

	No longer safe from the possibility of player hostility, Richard realized that Lord British was a potential target in the very first Ultima. The monarch, like other NPCs, could be attacked and Garriott gave his alter ego an incredibly high amount of HP, deluding himself into believing Lord British was safe. In reality, it only made the battle more long and complex before a skilled player inevitably discovered how to wear down and defeat the NPC. 

	For Ultima II, Richard’s protection system was similarly based exclusively on maxed out ability stats and unreasonably high hit points. For Ultima III however, perhaps anticipating that the increased complexity of the game gave cunning players new unexpected and unpredictable means to their nefarious goals, Garriott protected his alter ego with absolute invulnerability to the player’s weapons.

	With great bitterness, the programmer discovered via fan mail at On-Line Systems that many players had managed to find a way to kill the ruler of Britannia in Exodus afterall. Being unable to injure the protected NPC with their own weapons, clever players attacked and immediately fled, luring him to a position where he could be dispatched using the cannons of a nearby ship at anchor. Garriott, who had not foreseen this possibility, had no choice but to accept this. For the first time, he dealt with the fact that the public, specifically his players, could have different and unpredictable priorities and his game systems, giving them more and more freedom, made this unexpected reality possible.

	This first clash with player behavior was not easy for Garriott. However, in time, he began to accept this reality and relaxed his obsession with ensuring the immortality of his alter ego.

	In Ultima IV, Lord British could only be killed in the Atari 800 and NES ports. For the former, through the use of the skull of Mondain, which when used could destroy all NPCs in a given room, British included. And for the latter, in addition to the previously mentioned skull method, through the traditional exhaustingly difficult fight that only a very powerful party equipped with the best equipment could win.

	In the next chapter, Ultima V, Garriott handled the possible death of Lord British as part of the story for the first time. Richard gave the player a limited amount of time to save the sovereign of Britannia who was locked deep in the dungeon Doom. If the player took too long to complete the main objective, they indirectly caused the death of the king by starvation, thus ending the game. There was also another possible indirect death, though it is not clear if it was an oversight or a possibility decided beforehand by the developers: reaching the end of the game without bringing the notorious sandalwood box resulted in the entrapment of both Lord British and the Avatar, ultimately condemning the pair to a similar death by starvation.

	In Ultima VI, players devised several innovative ways to dispatch Lord British. He could be blown up by several barrels of gunpowder placed around him, stabbed in his sleep with a glass sword, infected by a poisoned trap cleverly detonated in his vicinity (in which he would succumb to damage over time), or via an encore performance from a cannon by lugging one all the way to the throne room. 

	Ultima VII, included, for the first time, methods to both directly and purposefully kill Lord British. Every day at 9:00 a.m. in the game, Lord British would meander around the courtyard preceding the throne room, pausing for a brief moment directly in the doorway right at the top of the first hour. Just above was a plaque labelling the royal audience chamber and a player could double-click to read the sign. However, instead of displaying an enlarged readable version of the sign as expected, activating it when Lord British was directly below caused it to fall and embed itself gruesomely into his skull, killing him. It was clearly an Easter egg, the first one in which Garriott joked about the death of his alter ego. It was inserted by the developers after an unfortunate real life accident that almost cost the Ultima creator quite dearly.60

	In addition to the plaque, the developers foresaw the use of the blackrock sword, a very powerful sentient magical item, as a means for royal assassination. When used on Lord British, the sovereign was beheaded with a single blow. The regicide immediately attracted all guards in the vicinity, engulfing the player in an overwhelmingly difficult skirmish. If the player managed to defeat the guards (or if they used the plaque method above) they would have the opportunity to search British's corpse. There they would find a will that implied an affair with the maid in addition to the fact that British, apparently, did not have a good opinion of his subjects after all. 

	In The Black Gate’s sequel, Serpent Isle, the notion of killing Garriott's alter ego was again anticipated and handled with levity. Lord British, not present in the far off lands of Serpent Isle, appeared only in a dream sequence. If the player attempted hypnagogic regicide, the fight ended with the sovereign complaining about the moral decay of the Avatar, after which the dream stopped abruptly.

	In the final chapter of the series, Ultima IX, it was possible to infuse some bread with rat poison61 and swap it for the innocuous loaf on Lord British's lunch plate in the kitchen of his castle. When the unexpecting monarch consumed the tainted loaf, he fell to the ground, dead. Even this dramatic death, however, paled in comparison to the most infamous royal assassination in Ultima history.

	Undoubtedly, the most spectacular, unexpected, (and emotionally painful for Garriott) death of Lord British took place in Ultima Online in the final stages of the beta, one month before the release of the game.

	On August 8th, 1997, all UO beta testers were invited to log on simultaneously prior to the game’s official launch and take part in the release celebrations. It was also a stress test intending to see just how much load the servers could tolerate. In just over a month, on September 23rd, the servers would be shut down and restarted for the official launch on the next day.

	For the occasion, Lord British and Lord Blackthorn would attend the event, introducing themselves to the public first at Castle British and then at Castle Blackthorn. The sovereign of Britannia, controlled directly by Richard Garriot from his office, would address the public with a few words before the scheduled restart of the servers at the end of the stress test.

	From an internal development journal: "HEAR YE! HEAR YE! Tonight being a propitious eve for such a journey, Lords British and Blackthorn shall make their periodic visit to the eight great cities of this land we call Britannia! Their journeys shall be assisted by the magickal powers of the Mage's Council, and they shall travel through the ether. Upon arrival in each city, they shall each give short speeches. It is expected that a truly powerful spell may be used so that some remarks may be heard in all the land. This commenceth at 9pm Central time, in the fair city of Britain, where entertainment shall be provided by Chuckles and Heckles, jesters to the Court." 

	The player response to the invitation was tremendous and several witnesses later recalled that the performance of the servers, taxed by the large concentration of players around the capital of Britannia, was much less than stellar. Some players, being far away, had to embark on a long walk to reach the capital city and, once inside, took several minutes to reach Lord British’s castle.

	The developers, however, had anticipated the performance hit and had countermeasures in mind to relieve the servers of part of their workload. In particular, a drastic measure to handle the greatest loads involved the GM staff removing all NPCs (or at least those from the capital). This detail would later prove to be very important.

	The tour of the two nobles was not without surprises from the beginning. Besides the connection problems, many players had prepared to do something special to surprise Garriott. In Moonglow, for example, when British and Blackthorn began their speech, everyone present took part in the previously mentioned mass mooning, though that would not be the biggest surprise of the evening.

	Among the many players who had set off for Britain were two members of the Ravens of Fate guild: Rainz and Helios. Rainz was the new moniker of the previously mentioned Aquaman, who had already distinguished himself during the early stages of testing by massacring players until stopped by an angry mob. 

	The Ravens of Fate was a group of players whose official purpose was to maintain the balance of power within the world of Britannia. Like the cities of Serpent Isle in the Black Gate sequel, this guild theoretically opposed the power of the Britannian monarch. However, Rainz and Helios arrived in Britain shortly before the start of Lord British's speech and decided to avoid the largest gathering of players–and the associated lag–by heading for Lord Blackthorn's castle, where fewer characters were waiting for the final leg of the royal procession.

	When they reached the entrance, the two found the portcullis raised and were able to enter the garden with a handful of other players. Garriott’s in-game alter ego was ready to start the conversation from an elevated position near a parapet. Next to him stood Lord Blackthorn, controlled by Starr Long, and the two court jesters: Chuckles (though not led by Chuck Bueche, who had long left the company) and Heckles. 

	In consideration of server performance, the game masters decided to remove all the guards and Rainz immediately took advantage of it by putting his thieving skills to work. He rummaged through the pockets of several players without worrying about the numerous failures which resulted in public messages visible to all. Some complained while others, both because of the lag and their respect of the two VIPs, watched helplessly. Eventually, even Lord British felt compelled to intervene and asked those present to stop stealing.

	After numerous failed attempts, Rainz managed to peek into an adventurer's backpack and discovered something irresistible: a scroll for the “fire field” spell. He took possession of it immediately and used it to create a wall of fire right under Lords Blackthorn and British's feet. In previous appearances, attempts had already been made to hit Lord British with offensive spells. So much so that Mental4, administrator of ultima.scorched.com, had asked his readers that same afternoon with surprising acumen: "Could players please call a truce on any grudges or guild wars during the ceremonies, and as tempting as it may be, don't pick your neighbor's pocket or cast Mind Blast on Lord British. Thanks in advance."62

	Rainz did not expect to succeed in his attempt to hurt, much less to kill, Lord British, knowing that he was certain to be protected by some trick as had been demonstrated with previous attempts. Believing that death would come quickly, perhaps in the form of a lightning bolt or other arcane form of Lord British's righteous wrath, he prepared himself for the inevitable as he watched the unexpected evolution of events unfold.

	Lord Blackthorn, unharmed by the spell, chose to mock Rainz's assassination attempt by theatrically remaining motionless in the fire and verbally berating him.

	Garriott's reaction was much more instinctive. Knowing the danger of the spell, he stepped back to avoid the deadly flames. However, he quickly realized that he was no longer visible to the public, who had come out in large numbers. Thus, thinking he was invulnerable to any kind of attack anyway, Richard stepped forward again, ready to say something memorable. 

	He didn’t finish his message in time.

	Rainz's spell ran its course and it killed Lord British, whose corpse fell to the ground. Whatever poignant phrase Garriott was about to say turned into the classic ghostly line of deceased Ultima Online players: "OooOoo." His death message floated above the crowd as the astonished onlookers slowly began to realize what had just occurred before their eyes.

	The following moments were pure chaos and there are many different versions of what happened next, exacerbated by the lag that distorted the order of events, as seen in the monitors of those present. Some players saw the death of Lord British in almost real time, but their reaction was recorded and shown to others with a hefty delay. Some players had the presence of mind to capture the historic scene using screenshots. In one of them, you can see Lord British becoming invisible for a moment, perhaps in an attempt to hide what had just happened.

	Finding his avatar dead, Richard could not interact with the world and could no longer speak to the public. A staff member, probably Starr Long, quickly intervened and resurrected Lord British, who appeared for a few moments wearing the default resurrection garb, a light gray shroud that was notoriously called “the newbie robe.” In the following moment, Richard’s alter ego disappeared again, either toggled invisible or teleported elsewhere.

	Lord Blackthorn, left alone on the stage in the company of only the jester, Heckles, stood for a few moments to contemplate the audience and then summoned four demons who began to massacre all those present. Some attempted to fight a wholly unequal battle while others simply ran away. The lagging server, however, further overloaded by the riot that had broken out, strongly hindered the attempts of both those who had decided to fight and those who attempted to flee.

	Many players, thousands according to Garriott, were killed in the few moments before the server shutdown and, not being able to interact with others anymore, had to slowly and laboriously get to a healer in order to resurrect. Thus, finding themselves removed from the main event moments before the server shutdown, they found the whole ordeal to be rather disappointing and protested loudly in the following days. So much so that it warranted an official response from the UO staff.

	The event was recalled and retold several times by Richard, though with different and discordant details each time.

	In an interview with Morgan Ramsay for Online Gamers at Work, Garriott remembered that he was alone in his office and that the staff had used the game chat to coordinate. His death had therefore excluded him from the rest of the staff who, independently, had decided that the murderer should be punished. Unable to immediately trace the identity of the attacker, it was decided simply to kill everyone present. 

	The slaughter of players, therefore, had started without Richard’s authorization and he declared that he did not take part in it. As the massacre proceeded, it became increasingly brutal. The staff, after summoning demons, started throwing chains of lightning at the players and then moved on to the direct killing using GM super powers.

	A few years later, in his book, Explore/Create, the version changed slightly: immediately after the killing of Lord British, the staff realized that the automatic reboot of the servers would take place within five minutes, which was not enough time to check the logs and verify the identity of who had cast the deadly spell. Therefore, someone had the idea to punish everyone.

	“So there really was only one thing to do: kill them all. It's amazing how quickly the cloak of civilization can disappear. The word spread verbally throughout the office: Let us unleash hell! My staff summoned demons and devils and dragons and all of the nightmarish creatures of the game and they cast spells and created dark clouds and lightning that struck and killed people. The gamemasters have special powers, and once they realized I had been killed, they were able to almost instantly resurrect Lord British. And I gleefully joined in the revelry; kill me, will you! Be gone, mortals! It was a slaughter of the thousands of players in the courtyard. It definitely was not the noble ending we had intended.”63

	The story, however, was not finished with the massacre of the players, innocent or guilty as they may have been.

	The royal assassin was ultimately identified and his account blocked. Rumor spread quickly and several players protested strongly, even threatening to stop participating in the beta. The QA team issued an official statement in which they explained that Lord British, after one of the server resets, had lost his invulnerability and Richard, who had forgotten to apply it again at the next restart, had mistakenly assumed that he was still protected from any magical or physical attack. The communiqué also made clear that the removal of Rainz was not due to the killing of Lord British. In fact, the staff congratulated him warmly for the regicide, apparently. However, the ban was due to a previous exploitation of bugs to obtain an unfair advantage over the hundreds of players Rainz had slaughtered with a different avatar. 

	Rainz's response came quickly. He’d suddenly become famous and was interviewed by Paul Bannister for Online Gaming Review where he told that he had not fallen victim to the reprisal at the castle: “Blackthorne or another force summoned four daemons into the castle and people were dying left and right. I hauled balls out of the region like there was no tomorrow.”64 Regarding the ban, Rainz declared that he didn't use bugs and exploits and refuted the QA team’s accusation, explaining that he had been contacted previously by staff members about his PK conduct as Aquaman, which the staff judged as inappropriate. With Aquaman's subsequent deletion, Rainz believed he had regulated his behavior, adapting it to the staff's requests, but the killing of Lord British was apparently seen as the last act of the affair and led to his definitive removal.

	Interestingly, the indiscriminate killing of players by GMs had happened before the incident with Rainz. On the last day of Ultima Online's alpha, on May 20th, 1996, Lords British and Blackthorn made half a dozen ogres appear among a group of testers who had gathered to celebrate the closure of the servers.65 The massacre that followed was the first documented case of what, regicides aside, would become a tradition in Ultima Online. 

	The death of Lord British marked a fundamental point for online video games, fixing itself in the minds of those present and, above all, those who learned of the regicide through newsgroups, forums, and word of mouth. So much so that in 2008, Professor Megan Winget of the University of Texas, said that many people described the event as a crucial moment in their lives!

	The "Lord British Postulate" was jokingly coined a few years later,66which can be summed up as: if an entity exists in an MMOPRG as a living creature, someone, somewhere, will try to kill it.

	 

	 


The End of Origin and Ultima 

	 

	“Then things changed. EA started to run their playbook. In hindsight, we've seen this same set of moves before at Distinctive Software, at Bullfrog, Manley, Maxis, Tiburon, Westwood, Dreamworks, Black Box, Mythic, Popcap, and others.”

	 

	Al Nelson

	 

	“EA was not a good fit for either Richard's or Chris' production style. Both Richard and Chris are deeply committed to pushing the edges of what the platform can accomplish–not so much making the best possible game, but making the most ambitious possible game. EA is all about converting development dollars into sales as efficiently as possible.”

	 

	Siobhan Beeman 

	 

	EA’s acquisition, which had initially seemed like a turning point for the better, instead devolved into a long and exhausting internal war which slowly wore out the Origin staff. Ultima Online, with its ability to continue bringing in profits years after its launch, was able to keep the subsidiary's accounts positive. However, EA was now in tight control of every project and placed managers in key roles at every level inside Origin.

	Richard's situation also became increasingly complex. Ultima Online turned out to be an excellent and innovative product, changing the rules of the market once again. As had happened with earlier episodes of Richard’s fantasy series, the competition was forced to deal with not just the new game, but also an entire new sub-market. The MMORPG, just born, was flourishing and growing rapidly. Yet, to produce UO, Richard had to force the hand of EA's management and his beloved Ultima IX had been put aside. The victory had come at very high cost: independence was lost and EA’s constraints became increasingly tighter, enacted by the VP who was installed to lead the subsidiary after Robert Garriott departed.

	Richard persevered as long as he could, but the truth was no longer ignorable. Despite the infinite potential synergy between Origin's creativity and EA's resources, an unfortunate hybrid was born instead, characterized by the worst defects of its two parents. “You'd like to think a marriage of EA and Origin would result in a merger of their strengths,” Siobhan Beeman explains, “but instead of combining EA’s execution with Origin’s creativity, the end result was more like Origin’s execution with EA’s creativity. EA limited Origin’s selection of projects to sequels or other ‘proven’ ideas, then let Origin run wild.” 

	Between the parent and subsidiary companies there was a cultural abyss that was nigh impossible to bridge. Much of EA’s substantial income came from episodic products such as sports games published every year with only marginal improvements that reliably drew big money. Thus  the corporate logic had established itself over the years, driven by an executive that represented prudent, conservative investors. This resulted in EA completely entrenching itself behind strongly risk-averse and uninnovative policies.

	Origin could have brought tremendous creativity to EA, but the subsidiary’s internal management was not up to such a challenge; which was to grow disproportionately quickly from EA’s large investments while simultaneously staving off the tremendous pressure to abandon the OSI model of development and work according to EA's policies. Robert Garriott, Warren Spector, Dallas Snell, and Chris Roberts had left Origin within four years of acquisition and were followed quickly by many other key players.

	Prior to the acquisition at Origin, every project, however unpromising, was always given a chance. Richard in particular was convinced that this was the right way as it allowed the staff to learn from their mistakes and improve both themselves and the company’s products. However, that model couldn't have been further from EA's administrative culture, which was based on a small number of successes with million-dollar sales, rather than many products with a low return on investment. 

	Even Spector, despite Don Mattrick's attempts to explain the logic behind such seemingly illogical choices, struggled to adapt. He recalls, “Mattrick told me I needed to make games more like Richard and Chris–swing for the fences, go for the megahit, spend a ton to make a ton–instead of consistently turning out smaller games, making some money every year. I thought he was nuts at the time. Took me several more years to admit that, like it or not, he was right and I was wrong.”

	According to the U.S. tax system, which EA's administrators had learned to leverage as an integral part of their business strategy, the costs of cancelled projects could be logged in the balance sheet as tax write offs. From an economic point of view, it was more strategic to cancel a project than it would be to have a reduced return on investment. Thus, EA preferred to pay a lower tax at the end of the year rather than release a questionable title, risking both publishing costs and its potential tax write off value. According to this logic, it was therefore more apropos to cancel all the projects that could work but didn’t seem to have what it took to become a resounding sales success. 

	Witnessing the first painful cuts, Spector was among the first to leave. Chris Roberts soon also left, though not before breaking every previous record with the production of Wing Commander IV: The Price of Freedom, spending twelve million dollars on a video game with a predominant, and very expensive, cinematic component.

	The failure of Ultima VIII: Pagan had put the CRPG series on a long hiatus and Richard struggled to find any support for a sequel or even budget to resume work on Ultima Online. Faced with having to follow only one project at a time, Garriott preferred Ultima IX. However, Richard’s penchant for multi-tasking exacerbated the development hell that assaulted the title. All of this had a drastic impact on the chaotic production which was already plagued with continuous changes in leadership. Tragically, Ultima IX seemed marked for death even before the game was actually released.

	And yet, Richard's love for his series led him to risk everything so that Ultima IX would not be cancelled. Despite all the signs pointing to failure and undergoing four different production cycles, the project had somehow managed to find its way to market within the last deadline imposed by EA.

	Richard intended for Ascension to be the final chapter of his great trilogy of trilogies, though there were several other Origin projects being considered at the time. Some of which indeed involved Garriott’s legendary IP from the 1980s. However, none of these projects would see the light of day and Ultima IX would remain the last game, not only of the series, but also of OSI. Excepting, of course, the Ultima Online expansions and a mobile episode of the saga that was produced by a different company.

	Under constant pressure, Richard shut himself off to outside distractions, intent on getting a game greenlit. After the last two Ultima games, his proposals began to face constant rejection or be heavily modified, forcing him to return to the drawing board in an endless and unproductive cycle.

	In the midst of the new market formed by Ultima Online, many companies were ready to churn out both derivative products and original games, looking for new players and those who were bored with UO. Garriott had created a product so innovative that the parent company had two whole years of advantage over the competition. Despite this lead, EA's management failed to understand that, for the next decade, the MMORPG market would be incalculably important.

	“We had handed them the keys to the kingdom, but they decided that web-browser games were going to be the future and all but abandoned the MMORPG genre. Eventually they were right–but it would be at least a decade before that happened, and during that time MMORPGs were king,” said Garriott with bitterness.

	EA didn't believe much in MMORPGs, but at least realized that Ultima Online was a profitable product that needed to be exploited. Initially, the green light was given to a series of projects in the wake of UO's success, including a tenth chapter of Ultima, which would have a strong online multiplayer component. Toward the end of 1999, Origin had four MMORPGs in development in different stages, each with its own setting, from fantasy to sci-fi and even Asian martial arts weapons. According to Garriott, the market could absorb those games without UO users being affected.

	Just four months after Ascension was published in late March 2000, Richard was summoned by Jack Heistand, EA’s senior vice president and general manager who had been given the burning task of putting Origin in order. 

	Heistand was an experienced manager and his work had been one of the pillars of EA's success. In 1991, he co-founded EA Sports, EA’s sports games division, the future flagship and source of much of the company's profitability. From 1992 to 1997, Heistand had been the general manager of EA Sports and worked hard to maintain the licenses that had given EA’s products an edge over the competition, pushing his division to produce a new chapter in the most popular sports games on the market every year. Heistand was the perfect EA manager, a skilled executor and administrator, risk-averse, accurate, and on time. For all of these reasons, he was entirely at odds with Origin’s corporate culture.

	In his memoir, Richard wrote that after Robert’s departure, EA had rotated in second-rate managers to helm Origin. In their attempt to stand out from the previous administrators, they dismantled and reorganized the subsidiary each time in a different way, debasing the work and demoralizing the staff. It’s worth considering that the situation that led to Richard’s scathing words has room for a different interpretation as Heistand, the last of the directors EA would send to Origin, was not a second-rate manager at all. He was, however, not at all suitable for the job due to his culturally conflicting skill set.

	Heistand was settled in by 1999 and, within a few months, had to face the crisis of Ultima IX, which included criticism from both the press and public as well as the economic consequences for his company. Given the corporate culture in which he had cut his teeth, he took the only path he saw as logical: believing Ultima Online was the beacon in the fog and, after culling everything possible, he tried to recover via UO the money the subsidiary was spending on other projects.

	The first victim was the Crusader series, which was supposed to have two more sequels: one in the form of an add-on and the other created specifically to be played in cooperative multiplayer mode. It was an innovative project and very well could have been successful had its development been given proper room to breathe. Unfortunately for Origin, however, the time had expired.

	At the beginning of 2000, Richard had two important projects on the table: the new chapter of his signature series, Ultima X, and the sequel to Ultima Online. Since both were sequels, EA’s management should have considered them less risky than other initiatives, but at this point, they likely felt that the problem was Garriott himself. Notoriously unreliable with deadlines, Richard had now chalked up two major failures in a row and evidently no one at EA was willing to discount his culpability, even if the main responsibility for the disaster of Ultima IX could empirically be found elsewhere. That is, in the continually conflicting relationship between Origin and EA, the constant intrusions of the parent company, the rigid stakes, the limited and unreliable resources, and the pulling of development support in favor of UO.

	At this point, Garriott's position at Origin was also getting tighter. Without the confidence of his superiors, his hands were tied: the wall of misunderstandings was simply too high for the two sides to achieve results through any kind of dialog. In fact, there had always been suspicions from Origin employees that EA’s management had not played a completely clean game. 

	Robert’s first replacement was Don Mattrick, Spector’s misunderstood mentor. Mattrick, like Heistand, was not a second-class manager. Similar to Garriott, he started out programming games at a very young age on his Apple II. At only seventeen years old, he had written and published, together with Jeff Sember, his first video game called Evolution (1982). From that moment, his career took off and he founded a company called Distinctive Software. 

	Mattrick joined EA’s management team when they bought his company in 1991 for $12 million, figuratively taking it out from under Brøderbund. Under Don Mattrick'sskillful leadership, Distinctive Software became EA Canada, the firm that prioritized the EA Sports games.

	Mattrick wielded a heavy hand with Origin’s projects from the very beginning, scrapping many of them and putting tremendous pressure on Richard for the ones that weren’t cut. The discontented staff began to suspect that Mattrick’s choices were more politically driven, fueled by a desire to prevent diverting resources from EA Canada to Origin, rather than any real strategic considerations. Even Garriott had often suspected the political motivations behind decisions that affected Origin. He explains, “There were others who got into politics, who very clearly would get into the mode of ‘Your success will work against my success. EA caring about you will mean they care less about me.’ The politicians began to look at us as the enemy, and would actively work against us.”67

	Immediately after Origin’s acquisition, a mountain of money arrived in the subsidiary’s coffers. It was funding that had allowed OSI to grow quickly and have the means to truly leverage promising IPs like Ultima and Wing Commander and put other titles on the production line. And yet, shortly after, increasingly tighter control was implemented. Warren Spector recalls:

	“Once it became apparent we were getting a little crazy, EA started taking a firmer hand with us, integrating us into the machine in subtle and not so subtle ways, and that’s when things started to get a little less pleasant. Every company has its politics but, in my relatively limited experience, EA was an incredibly political place–lots of empire building, folks jockeying for bigger, better jobs, competing for resources, marketing dollars and so on. And there were certainly people at EA who, let’s just say, lacked confidence in Origin's development management and–less sensibly, I think–in the Austin development community in general. There were a lot of strange decisions.”68

	According to Richard, Heistand summoned him into his office in March 2000 and told him that Origin no longer needed him. Understandably, Garriott was astonished, said a few parting words and left the building. On the way home, he stopped at a grocery store and burst into tears. He didn’t know it yet, but he was in good company because, with his departure, Heistand had decided at the same time to lay off twenty staff.

	The news quickly made its way around the world and several newspapers approached Origin for official confirmation. The first response came from David Swofford, Origin PR representative: “Yes, Richard has decided to leave Origin to pursue other interests but he’s not made any definite plans. We have eliminated 20 positions here at Origin, but it is having no impact on Ultima Online Live or Ultima Online 2. I’ve seen reports out there that another 30 positions have been targeted and that’s absolutely false. I'm sorry that info had to get out before I had a chance to respond to your email, but I just saw it.”69

	Heistand also had his own version. In an internal email, soon leaked to the public, he explained the facts to Origin staff who were not yet aware of the news: “Richard Garriott will be leaving OSI. Richard's contribution to OSI has been great and his legacy as the creator of Ultima is a tremendous responsibility for us to inherit. There are few promoters, if any, that parallel Richard's ability in that area. As Richard and I discussed his vision of what he wanted to do–create new large properties, OSI simply could not pursue those endeavors. Wishing Richard only the best and all life has to offer as he embarks on his new challenges.”

	In the same note, and in subsequent official press releases, it was made clear that the future of projects in development was not to be considered at risk, with particular reference to UO2 (which should have been a triple A title) and UNext, also known as UO3, on which a small but talented team formed by Rich Vogel, Raph Koster, Chris Mayer, Bill Randolph, and Jake Rodgers was working.

	To learn the fate his works would have in his absence, as well as the rest of the games from the company he founded, Richard would not have to wait long.

	Wing Commander Online was cancelled and the team was hijacked for Ultima Online 2. The decision to merge a team of game developers who were passionate about spaceships and science fiction with a team of fantasy lovers did not turn out to be particularly successful and within a few months, the entire WCO development team resigned, dealing a tremendous blow to UO2. The agony, however, did not last long. Exactly one year later, in March 2001, Ultima Online 2 was cancelled as well. The official statement spoke of the need to channel available resources to support and improve the original Ultima Online. At the same time, EA announced the dismissal of over 200 people, many of them Origin employees.

	Part of Origin's rearguard went to join Garriott, as well as many other former Origin employees, in a sad celebration that ended with a bonfire. Richard sported a black t-shirt with the words “Origin We created worlds... 1983-2001” and was photographed in a now iconic image.

	Jack Heistand left EA before the end of 2001 and moved to JWH Properties LLC, a real estate company, where he took over as president. Prior to his retirement, he had Privateer Online (2000) cancelled, partly because it would overlap with Earth & Beyond of Westwood Studios, another subsidiary of EA whose days were now numbered. It didn’t go better at Earth & Beyond either, as it closed only a few months after the launch, marking an important and infamous record for MMORPGs.

	Even David Swofford, who had struggled in vain to do his PR work at a company that was literally closing its doors in front of hundreds of thousands of fans, left Origin and joined Garriott at NCsoft. He would later move on to Portalarium, Garriott's most recent company, and finally join Cloud Imperium Games, the company in which Chris Roberts, another old acquaintance of his from his OSI days, was working on Star Citizen.

	Curiously, the Ultima X project continued until 2004, surviving the closure of Origin for some time and was transferred to EA Redwood (now Visceral Games) for the completion of development. It was supposed to be a role-playing action game, based on the Unreal Engine and playable online with a subscription system. After years of development–it had been announced in 1999 at E3 directly by Richard Garriott, just before his release from Origin–on June 30th, 2004, the project was cancelled by surprise with a laconic press release:

	Dear Ultima X: Odyssey community members, 

	As of today, development on Ultima X: Odyssey has ended. We feel that Ultima Online is where we need to focus our online efforts and most of my team will be moving to the UO expansion pack, the UO Live team, and an unannounced Ultima Online project. Development on UO will be greatly enhanced as we consolidate our resources behind that franchise. This isn't an easy decision but it's the right move for the future of all things Ultima, including the community and the team. We look forward to sharing our plans for the future of Ultima Online very soon. I would like to thank all of the Ultima X: Odyssey supporters who have been with us from the beginning. I hope you will continue to support the Ultima franchise and the development team as they transition to new projects. 

	 

	Thank you, 

	David "InQWis" Yee

	Producer

	Ultima X: Odyssey

	 

	The last page of Ultima X’s story was written by Andy Hollis, who, following his simulation games development studio, moved from Origin to EA during the programming of Jane’s F-15 and became EA’s executive producer. By the end of 1999, however, he retired to devote himself to his interests, first and foremost being car racing. Hollis recounts, “I came back for about a year, to lead the studio in getting Ultima X finished. If we could not meet EA expectations, they’d cancel the project and shut down the studio. It had already been pared back a lot, as EA wanted to focus it entirely on online products. We also still had Ultima Online running at the time. But after a year’s time, and despite significant progress on Ultima X, EA still decided to close down Origin.”

	Of the whole project, only a few pieces of the soundtrack written for Ultima X: Odyssey were heard by the public. From the 33 tracks that composed the entire repertoire written by Chris Field, a composer known for the soundtracks of many Hollywood movies like Austin Powers in Goldmember, Harry Potter and the Philosopher's Stone, XXX, and The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring, only a few minutes were recycled as background music for Lord of Ultima, several years later.

	Faced with yet another cancellation under the pretext of consolidating available resources on the only game still active, many of Origin's loyal fans began to wonder how it was possible that UO, with its outdated graphics engine and steadily declining population, needed so much staff to shut down every other project.

	The last chapter in the long series of cancellations was written by Harry Potter Online, another MMORPG in development at Origin shortly after Garriott's removal. With the closure of the Texas offices, the project and part of the staff were transferred to another EA subsidiary, New Pencil. The game was renamed to Hogwarts Online, but it was unable to escape its fate and the plug was pulled permanently in 2005.

	Origin didn't survive for very long after either. After years of cutbacks and cancellations, the remaining staff had been employed exclusively to manage Ultima Online. In April 2004, the firm was permanently closed and the technology infrastructure transferred to Fairfax in Virginia. Hollis recalls, “Some people relocated to other parts of EA, while others were given severance packages. It was a sad time, but also one of remembrance for all that had been accomplished over the years.”

	Only two years later, the management of UO passed to Mythic Entertainment, a company that specialized in MMORPGs with a very important title called Dark Age of Camelot. Paradoxically, EA Mythic, as it was renamed, did not outlast the game that they inherited. In 2014, after the catastrophic failure of Warhammer Online, EA Mythic was also closed and the management of UO passed once again to a new studio: Broadsword Online Games.

	Ironically, one of Origin's last employees to be fired was the first to be hired: Jeff Hillhouse, the friend Garriott had brought on as a warehouseman and who had become a pillar of the Texas company through its countless transfers and expansions. Like many before him, the former Origin employee had no trouble finding a new job because Richard Garriott was soon back in business and needed a hand.

	With the closure of OSI, EA definitively put aside the IPs of Crusader and Wing Commander, though for the latter, there was a final chapter in 2007 caledWing Commander Arena. For Ultima, EA greenlit a use of the IP in 2010, when they published Lord of Ultima, developed by EA Phenomic. Almost completely disconnected with the franchise from which it drew its name, LoU was a browser-playable MMORTS based on a micro transaction system. Players, organized in guilds, had to create and conquer cities, managing their resources to expand economic structures, create armies to occupy the sanctuaries of the eight virtues, and build palaces to make their faction win.

	Despite a loyal audience, Lord of Ultima was closed within four years. Some of its fans decided to create a very similar game, but with new artwork and a different setting, in order to avoid trouble with EA. The remake, titled Crown of the Gods, reached its Kickstarter goal of $5,000 in just seventeen minutes.

	The unfortunate final chapter of the series was Ultima Forever: Quest for the Avatar, a mobile game created by Mythic Entertainment and Escalation Studios. It was initially exclusively for iOS with plans to later expand to Android, but it sadly never made it there. Inspired by Ultima IV, U4E was an action role-playing game, playable both online with other users and in single player. The experiment did not last long, however. Released in August 2013, the game was withdrawn from the app store and its servers shut down exactly one year later, making it the first game in the series to be completely unplayable (and thus lost forever) due to the reliance on the server.

	With the closure of Ultima Forever and LoU, the last remaining allusion to Origin Systems Inc.’s transition to EA was the name of a digital distribution platform. Initially known as the EA Downloader, EA Link, and EA Download Manager, it finally took the name “Origin” on June 3rd, 2011 and its logo bore a strong resemblance to the one used by OSI in its last decade of life.70 In the Origin digital store, many of the company's games (mainly the titles of Ultima and Wing Commander series) were put on sale. These titles were also available through the Origin Access subscription and the digital store Good Old Games.

	Lost staff, cancelled projects, the missed opportunity to break into MMORPGs, and mothballed IPs were all useless remnants of the initial $35 million investment. From all this, there was only the name, logo, and a handful of titles on the digital store to officially represent its tremendous history.

	The enduring legacy of Origin Systems Inc. and the Ultima series did not end with a successful portfolio of titles, however.

	Even today, almost twenty years after the last published chapter, a community of over 16,000 people is still united by their passion for the world created by Garriott back in 1981. The fan club known as the Ultima Dragons, was founded in 1992 through the online services of a North American company called Prodigy. In 1994, due to price increases in Prodigy's services, some members of Ultima Dragons moved to the broader internet and founded the Ultima Dragons–Internet Chapter (UDIC).

	Contrary to what one might imagine, since 1994, the UDIC has continued, albeit slowly, to grow. It includes long-time fans and new recruits from around the world, with almost 1,600 of these members gathered in its Facebook group. Knowing about the existence of the Ultima Dragons for years,71 Garriott himself officially joined the group on the occasion of the group's twenty-fifth anniversary on February 26th, 2017, taking the name of “Splut Dragon”72 and participating in a ceremonial whipped cream pie dual with another member.

	Also over the years, many fans have set to create fan made projects inspired by Ultima, through total or mod conversions of other games or via tools to help today's players to enjoy the now dated games of the Ultima series. Among the various projects, two of the most interesting were certainly Exult and Ultima V: Lazarus.

	The first is a program that allows owners of Ultima VII to load the title’s assets (graphics, sound, video, etc.) and play them with a completely rewritten engine that, while remaining faithful to the original one, works on all modern computer systems, including mobile devices, as well as being free of some bugs and plot holes present in the original version. Ultima V: Lazarus, on the other hand, is a free total conversion of Dungeon Siege published by Microsoft. Ian Frazier, who is best known today for his role in the last two chapters of the Mass Effect series and Titan Quest, was the head of the Lazarus project, carried out by an international team of Ultima fans.

	In addition to these legacies, Origin left an indelible mark on the video games industry. The policy of hiring young recruits and training them internally with veteran staff with many successful games to their credit had resulted in the company becoming a sort of academy where brilliant programmers, designers, writers, and artists found their voice and then moved elsewhere or started their own company.

	Internally, the phenomenon was jokingly defined as Rob Corell explains, “We often joked about Origin being ‘Origin University’ for its propensity to train game devs for work at other companies.[...]Although I wasn't there long, it was a transformative and defining time, and I ended up with a wife and many lifelong friends and contacts from it.”   

	Corell’s was not an isolated case. Even today, thirteen years after its closure, but more than twenty years after the end of Origin’s golden age, the Originites, the former game developers who worked for the company founded by the Garriotts over two decades ago, are still in contact with each other. The important experiences shared at the studios in New Hampshire and Austin have formed a bond that has withstood the test of time and still unites them today.

	Hollis again, “Now, many years later, Originites still keep in touch both through social media and in-person gatherings. Some are still in the games business, but most have moved on to other endeavors. Skills learned while building cutting-edge world-class entertainment products prepared them well for other pursuits.”

	The University of Origin, after giving birth to original, revolutionary, and innovative games, continued to influence the North American video games industry. In its slow decline and closure, its diaspora of programmers, designers, and artists sought work elsewhere, bringing with them the experience and a pinch of the creative madness that OSI had in its DNA and corporate culture.

	“What emerged from all that,” Raph Koster summarizes, “was that Origin was like a big, extended, fractious family. When you ended up working with someone from ‘the other side’ (whichever one it was!), especially later, you bonded over the fact that it had been the same for everyone. All the vets told you when you got there ‘Oh, Origin is nothing like it used to be before EA...’ But there's still signs of a lingering Origin culture to this day, permeating the Austin game dev scene. A sense of family, a sense of craziness, a sense of ambition...and a lot of projects that slip. ;)”73

	 


Destination Games 

	 

	“After I left Origin I agreed to a one-year non-compete agreement but then started this new company Destination Games (which is kind of a play on words–when you leave your origin, you arrive at your destination).”

	 

	Richard Garriott, Lineage: The Blood Pledge interview, IGN

	 

	After his ousting from Electronic Arts, Richard immediately set his thoughts on the future. While the entirety of the circumstances regarding the firing were never made public, Richard did declare that he was subject to a non-compete clause that lasted a full year. This ultimately was valuable time for Garriott. Instead of letting the situation pull him aimlessly, he instead chose a focused direction in which to move forward. To this end, he and his brother Robert founded a new company, Destination Games. Once the clause had expired, he immediately began recruiting his former colleagues who, by this point, were shedding quickly from what remained of Origin Systems.

	As EA had chosen not to engage with the MMORPG market beyond Ultima Online, Richard believed he was well positioned to create games in this sector. This was especially true given that Garriott could easily scoop up the talented staff that EA had paid a premium for then ultimately let go. His position would have been even better if the dot-com bubble hadn’t just burst, obliterating a large part of his net worth. However, that didn’t stop him from pushing forward.

	By this time, Ultima Online had made quite an impact across the waters of the Pacific Ocean. Reminiscent of how the single player Ultima games had so strongly influenced the JRPG genre as a whole, UO was enjoying a similar reception in East Asian countries. However, shortly after the launch of Garriott’s first online game, the Asian market realized that games developed locally, and thus more in line with Eastern cultures, were much more to their taste. One of the earliest and most important titles in this new era was Lineage.

	Both designed and programmed by Jake Song, Lineage went to market in September 1998, exactly one year after Ultima Online. It was not Jake’s first rodeo, however. Before his tenure at NCsoft, the company behind Lineage, Song worked at Nexon where he was part of the team that created The Kingdom of the Winds (April 1996). By 1998, a synergy of events paved the way for his latest game to far surpass not just his previous work but also that of Western markets.

	Since the mid1990s, the South Korean government enacted several policies aimed at modernizing and streamlining the country, especially with regard to technology. One such policy revolved around the recent demand for wide-ranging access to broadband internet and the massive public investment and deregulation to that end transformed the country in just a few years. 

	Additionally, South Korea suffered a country-wide economic crisis in 1997 which crippled traditional manufacturing trades. This further fueled their IT revolution as it could leverage the recent heavy investment in state-of-the-art network infrastructure, ultimately making South Korea famous for its ubiquitous and blazing fast broadband internet access.

	Another consequence of the 1997 crisis was increased unemployment, especially among the youngest generation of eligible workers. One obvious result was that this sector of the population found themselves with an abundance of free time and many of them filled their days with video games. Through self-organization at first, video games started to become real economic opportunities for the highest skilled players. The budding esports industry was so promising that South Korea’s Ministry of Culture and Tourism reacted very quickly and created an entire government institution to both promote and encourage this new sector. Thus, in South Korea, long before the rest of the world, esports became a legitimate endeavor for aspiring digital champions.

	Having a proportionately larger player population than any other country, South Korea’s market for video games was much more ready to absorb a new blockbuster title than those of North America and Europe. Jake Song had arrived at the perfect time and brought a stellar product along with him.

	His new game, in addition to the perfect storm of circumstances outlined above, benefited from three great strengths. Firstly, he was able to leverage Asian tastes in ways that Western companies never could. Taking inspiration from manwha,74 Song leveraged the work of Shin Il-sook, the designer of the Lineage comic. This enabled him to design a rich online game based on deep lore that was already appealing to his audience. Secondly, Lineage was a fairly simple game: it was both easy to learn and fun. And lastly, the game was technologically advanced, as far as network capabilities were concerned, but didn’t require particularly advanced hardware.

	This last feature was especially important. Unlike Western countries at the time, PC ownership in South Korea was still relatively uncommon. Thus in order to play popular games like Starcraft, one of the few games from the West to achieve market success in Asia, many users had to visit special locations known as “PC bangs.” A PC bang can be described as a type of club that is halfway between an internet cafe and a gaming hall, optimized for networked and online play. These clubs are still popular today, despite the significant increase in the number of players who own their own computers. PC bangs remain an important part of Korean gaming culture, serving as meeting points for events and like-minded individuals. Thus the low bar for hardware increased the reach of Song’s game, ensuring it could be run on a wide variety of computers and varying locations. Designwise, however, his game drew inspiration from many different sources.

	Lineage shared some features with Ultima Online, such as 2D graphics with a raised isometric perspective, a feature which was also present in Blizzard's Diablo (1996). From a gameplay standpoint, Song was a fan of dungeon crawlers and roguelikes. In particular, he drew a lot of inspiration from NetHack (1987), the game developed by Mike Stephenson and his team. Because of this, Jake introduced many NetHack mechanics into Lineage, including both a stat and object system as well as the bestiary. Stephenson's game, however, despite containing the prefix “net,” was only a single player game. Lineage, on the other hand, needed to work well online. Therefore Song had to readjust everything to consider the MMO aspect of his project.

	Ultima Online had had an extraordinary initial response, so much so that EA hijacked all of Origin's available resources, ultimately reaching a player base of 250,000 members in a few months before the player base stabilized and eventually started to decline. The Lineage audience, however, reached over two million players in less than two years and hadn’t yet reached its historical peak of over three million75 which would ultimately create NCsoft’s considerable fortune.

	Despite his domestic success, Song had always wanted to work in the North American market. To this end, he had sent his resume to EA at least three times, all of which were to no avail. Undeterred, Jake hopped on a plane in 1998 to visit the United States for the first time, intent on visiting EA’s booth at E3.76

	When Song arrived at the event, he met both Richard Garriott and Starr Long, who were there to present Ultima Online. Song knew them both immediately by reputation alone, especially Garriott. Unfortunately, the two Americans knew neither who the South Korean programmer was nor anything about his game. The meeting went from mildly awkward to full on embarrassing when Song asked Starr what he thought of Lineage and received merely confusion in return. Sadly, it wouldn't be his only disappointment of the week. Upon returning to South Korea, Song received EA’s first response to his applications and opened the envelope to find a rejection letter. Ultimately, however, Song was simply a few years too early.

	In the early 2000s, Lineage finally started to make a name for itself in the West. That being said, NCsoft lacked the infrastructure needed to properly break into this new market. They needed both personnel and a well-established company in order to pit their semi-unknown game against more established local titles such as Asheron’s Call and Everquest. Holding no resentment from their awkward meeting two years prior, Song proposed that NCsoft give the creator of Ultima Online the responsibility of bringing Lineage to North American and European audiences. NCsoft’s management accepted the idea and thus, just a few weeks after founding Destination Games, Richard Garriott received a phone call from Jake Song.

	For Garriott’s newly founded company, it was an excellent opportunity. NCsoft not only had ample capital but also a tremendous user base compared to Ultima Online. Forfeiting what should have been an appreciable lead, EA’s disinterest in the MMO market had thrown wide the doors to competition and companies both large and small were ready to take advantage. With the help of the South Korean company, Garriott surmised that he would soon be back on track to making stellar games.

	Thus in April 2001, NCsoft purchased Destination Games and renamed its new subsidiary to “NCsoft Austin.” In return, Richard and Robert received payment in shares and stock options to exercise within 10 years. The parent company relocated the former DG office and redirected its efforts first to support Lineage and then later to support Lineage 2 (2004). With the Garriotts and Starr at the helm, the subsidiary developed and managed NCsoft’s games for North America in addition to creating a brand new MMORPG that was intended to be sold on both sides of the ocean. 

	The first version of what would come to be known as Tabula Rasa was rather different than the one that would eventually be released. Richard and Starr initially imagined something else entirely but they were limited by two factors. Starr explains, “When we first started the project we were trying to keep some of our medieval / magical brand from our previous works (Ultima) and we also had the original creator of Lineage on our team (since we were part of NCsoft). With that we were trying to build a game that had magical and martial art themes but we could never make them fit together in a compelling fashion.”

	The subsidiary’s initial development staff was minimal: just a handful of programmers and a few designers and artists. Among the programmers was Matthew Walker, a software engineer who had spent over a year working on the inventory system for Ultima Online 2. Like many former Originites, he had tried his luck elsewhere when his project was cancelled at EA and was among the first to join Garriott’s new company. “I joined Destination Games and the TR project July 31st, 2001,” Walker recalls, “that was about 30 days after the project officially started, and very shortly after Destination Games was acquired by NCsoft. The TR project was just getting off the ground, and barely had enough code to do simple prototyping.”

	Walker continues, “The first design was very different from the final release. It was an odd, otherworldly fantasy motif, with strong art nouveau influences. Much more mystical than sci-fi. The weapons and combat systems were based on musical instruments, believe it or not. I don't remember that much about it, but I do remember thinking it was very weird to do battle with alien beings by playing a harp.” His initial assignment was server programming but, as with many small-scale projects, the team of programmers and specialists ended up doing whatever was necessary. Things appeared to be moving smoothly, however there was trouble on the horizon.

	The agreement signed with NCsoft had initially appealed to all parties, but it wasn't long before something changed at the highest levels of the South Korean company. Contrary to expectations, Lineage never made a breakthrough in the North American market, much less in Europe. This partly negated the need for the large investment that NCsoft was making in the Austin studio.

	Richard’s new MMORPG wasn’t going well either. The wave of optimism Richard and his staff initially felt had been short-lived as they realized the extent of the difficulties the project faced. In order to create a product that would satisfy both sides of the Pacific, Garriott and his team first needed to understand Asian tastes.

	To facilitate this, one of the first and most obvious obstacles to overcome was the language barrier: Jake didn't speak English well. However, Song was more skillful in English than the Texans would ever be with Korean, Richard often joked. In the long and frequent meetings, the American staff had difficulty understanding exactly what Song wanted and also what he thought of the proposals brought to the working group. He spoke little and let even less of his own opinions come through. This exacerbated misunderstanding and revisions. 

	With Jake’s help, Richard even began to explore the possibility of creating two separate products, one for each region, but the idea was discarded because NCsoft was not willing to double the development budget. Even Song quickly found himself discouraged. After defending the expensive acquisition of Destination Games and its associated upkeep costs, Jake realized that his role in the United States was only supportive as the real decision making power was in Richard's hands. By this time, pressure from NCsoft began to build.

	Meanwhile, Song was also working on the follow-up to Lineage. However, something had cracked in his relationship with the Korean company. In 2003, Song left NCsoft and founded his own company, XL Games. The aim of this new company was to create the MMORPGs he wanted, though it would take until 2013 before he would release Archeage.

	With Song’s departure, NCsoft Austin found themselves in a bad situation. “So,” Garriott explains, “we had spent millions of dollars on a game that was at least half Jake’s that nobody really understood. We were more than a year behind schedule and we couldn't finish the game because we never knew what he wanted it to be.”

	“After the founder of Lineage left the company and the project,” Starr continues, “we realized the original direction was never going to resonate with audiences. We made the hard choice to reboot the project and start over. That was when we chose to make the game have a more traditional science fiction look and feel that would be easier to produce.”

	No longer enjoying the benefit of Song’s support, the Austin team began sending the material directly to Seoul for evaluation. Communication difficulties continued to slow down development and created tensions that sometimes led to total breakdowns, such as when the Seoul team sent images to Austin intended as references for 3D models, but Garriott's team simply couldn’t grasp what their Korean counterpart was trying to illustrate.

	NCsoft Austin began to realize that they would be unable to create a product designed specifically for Koreans. Simultaneously, the management in Seoul were trying to explain to Texans how to produce a game that would appeal to Western users, oddly. Garriott felt there was only one logical move left: cut the umbilical cord with the Korean team and produce a game designed exclusively for the West.

	After all, Ultima Online was designed only to be played by North American citizens and yet it immediately took root in Europe and Japan. This showed that players were able to jump the cultural divide, even if the developers hadn’t intended it. Given that, Garriott thought it was worth making a game specifically for North American audiences and simply hoping that the overseas public would again be attracted to it. That seemed like a good enough approach to everyone and the production proceeded. However, the second Tabula Rasa crisis occurred in May 2004, three years after the start of development.

	At the close of that year’s E3 event, NCsoft Austin’s marketing team returned with some very bad news. Walker explains again, “Our marketing folks returned from a series of closed-door demos and meetings with various marketing types to report that they had ‘no idea how we'll be able to sell this game.’ It was a needed splash of cold water for us, IMO.”

	After a series of emergency meetings to figure out what had gone wrong and what could be done to fix it, the Austin management made the tough decision to fire the heads of the programming and design teams (and with them, at least half the TR staff). In their place, Walker, as chief programmer, and James Parkman, as chief designer, were promoted.

	Parkman had been with Garriott’s company for about a year by this time. Previously with Atari/Legend Entertainment, he had just finished working on Wheel of Time and Unreal 2 when the development company started having difficulties. At the time, he was living in Houston and working remotely for Atari, which was based in northern Virginia. Parkman, who had always been an enthusiastic Ultima fan, applied for a position at NCSoft Austin, whose offices were relatively nearby.

	During his interview, he was shown the first incarnation of Tabula Rasa, the one characterized by the combat system with musical instruments. Parkman’s interview was successful and he was hired as a designer and, after the 2004 E3 ordeal, was promoted to the lead design role.

	Unfortunately at this juncture, Richard made another mistake. Demonstrating that he hadn't learned his lesson from Don Mattrick, the one that even Warren Spector had been unable to grasp immediately, Richard decided to continue the three-years-struggling project. Mattrick would have closed everything and written off the development costs as losses. However, Garriott decided to start again for the third time, thus finding himself with an ostensibly new project that already had years of delay and an estimated $20 million of expenses incurred.

	This third attempt was a tremendously heavy lift, additionally encumbered by the fact that the name “Tabula Rasa” had now been around for years and seemed nothing more than expensive and embarrassing vaporware to many. To make matters worse, NCsoft seemed unwilling to wait for the new production cycle to play out at its own pace.

	Faced with these external pressures, Garriott and his team decided to develop the game to a state that was admittedly incomplete but enjoyable enough to warrant publishing. The thought was to go live and collect both money and feedback from the players. With an immediate economic return, the MMORPG could grow with new content while part of the developers’ effort could be directed towards improving existing features.

	It was a route that had already been taken by other companies. Many, if not all, MMORPGs were published incomplete, intended to be improved over time. Some launches, even of wildly successful titles such as World of Warcraft, were far from complete. With the right combination of timing and luck, Tabula Rasa could have benefited from this strategy, giving the audience a game to play and the staff a chance to relax, relieving NCsoft’s pressure on the Austin studio.

	Everyone’s expectations were very high. The Western public, to whom the product was addressed, had been waiting for years for Richard Garriott’s newest work. At the same time, Kim Taek-jin, founder of NCsoft, expected a lot from a game created by the esteemed duo of Richard Garriott and Jake Song. The fact that Taek-jin’s company was just about to surpass a billion dollars in earnings only fueled these lofty expectations.

	Understandably concerned though hopeful, Richard was ready to bet it all on his bold reboot. The start date for that bet had been set: November 2nd, 2007, launch day for Tabula Rasa.

	 


Tabula Rasa 

	 

	“One of our main goals with TR was to really make it feel like you were part of a real battle and that your participation in that battle was making a difference, even if that difference was temporary. That was what drove the Control Points mechanic that let players and AI take these over from each other back and forth and when they did change the state of that part of the world.”

	 

	Starr Long

	 

	“After working on Ultima Online,” Richard began in his interview with IGN.com on June 13th, 2007, “we wanted to create another MMORPG and we wanted to see if we could do things that could further define the genre and evolve some of the things that had already been done in online games. We also wanted to move away from medieval fantasy, which we have done for many years. That’s how we came up with a lot of the design elements and important features of the game. Tabula Rasa is a science fiction MMORPG being created by key folks like me who have some of the deepest experience in the genre. The game features some key elements that differentiate it from what has been done previously in MMO games.” 

	The purpose of Tabula Rasa was to go further and redefine the MMORPG genre. The plan was to introduce new mechanics and ideas while reworking things already seen elsewhere, but evolved and improved. In the first half of the 2000s, after the success of Ultima Online, software houses both big and small strove to ride the wave of Garriott’s first online game and meet the seemingly unlimited demand for MMORPGs.

	The most successful genre, which had also been proposed most frequently, was undoubtedly fantasy, though many studios did experiment with sci-fi games. The first wave of MMORPGs included Everquest and Asheron’s Call, two fantasy games in many ways similar to the MUDs from which they drew inspiration, but now with a friendly graphical interface in an immersive 3D game environment. These games were the response from major companies to Electronic Arts’ opening gambit: behind Everquest was the Japanese giant Sony, while Asheron's Call was a product of Microsoft’s development and distribution.

	Among the first games to break the fantasy mold was WWII Online, an FPS set during the second world war and characterized by strong components of teamwork and tactics. Unlike other FPS titles of the period (or previous ones), such as Medal of Honor (1999) or Call of Duty (2003), the game not only required its users to be skilled with the mouse and keyboard, but also that they were organized and able to unleash offensives with combined armed forces (e.g. infantry, armoured vehicles, artillery, and aviation) in much larger scenarios than the other games. Above all, gameplay took place in a persistent world where the result of one battle had an influence on the next one and was not exclusively resolved in a score of kills and deaths (K/D ratio).

	WWII Online, however, was based primarily on player skill and borrowed from the rich line of action games that started with Castle Wolfenstein which had been so successful since the early ‘90s. For this reason, the game could be considered a member of the still small MMOFPS family.

	In 2001, Anarchy Online launched. It was an MMORPG that, for the first time, had a sci-fi setting. Published by the Norwegian development company Funcom, Anarchy Online had modest success though the game had some serious problems that plagued the software and servers in its initial months. Over time, Funcom’s developers were able to expand their player base with small iterative improvement though the game never reached the level of other, luckier games.

	That same year, Dark Age of Camelot hit the market. It was a game based mainly on fighting between players. Divided into three different realms with perpetual struggle between them, DAoC players first had to develop their character in PVE areas, accumulating experience to reach the highest level. Upon reaching the requisite level, they could then go and fight in the so-called “frontier areas,” regions of the world where the population of all three servers could meet and fight without limits. There they would try to conquer fortresses and control relics, objects that gave great bonuses to those who owned them.

	Between 2002 and 2003, several other online games were released including Final Fantasy XI, the first console MMORPG, Asheron’s Call 2, and Shadowbane, a PVP-based game like DAoC. The latter’s advertisement, curiously enough, gave a nod to Ultima, indirectly quoting Del Castillo: “We don't play to bake bread, we play to destroy!”

	That two-year period, however, was mainly characterized by the release of four sci-fi games: Earth and Beyond (the EA MMORPG that contributed to the cancellation of Ultima Online 2), Eve Online, Sony’s Star Wars Galaxies, and Planetside. This last game was conceptually very similar to WWII Online, that is, it was an MMOFPS in which three factions were fighting each other mainly based on the skill of their players using a game system that only lightly borrowed from RPGs.

	In 2004, World of Warcraft, Blizzard’s signature MMORPG, arrived. Its launch was spectacular and catastrophic at the same time. The players, game boxes in hand, eagerly rushed the servers with such speed that they created massive queues and brought down the entire network. The developers tried to spin up as many servers as possible, but they finally had to give in and, in order to gain time, slowed down the creation and distribution of additional copies in an attempt to give the players who had already paid a chance to experience the game properly.

	World of Warcraft became the king of the MMORPG genre, a title it still holds more than fifteen years later. The player base reached a peak population of twelve million users in 2010 and, despite the age of the game and fierce competition, it has never fallen below five million.

	These would have been the opponents that Tabula Rasa had to measure itself against if the development had not suffered so many delays. Instead, the need to restart the design several times, discarding much of the work already done, had brought the game out at least three years late. Thus it was the second part of 2007 and not in 2004/2005 as intended. During those lost years, several games hit the market such as Sony's Everquest II and Monolith Productions' The Matrix Online (which was soon acquired by Sony Online Entertainment and closed shortly after), Turbine's Dungeons and Dragons, Sigil Games Online'sVanguard: Saga of Heroes, and Turbine's The Lord of the Rings Online: Shadows of Angmar.

	The most active publishers of those two years were SOE and NCSoft. Sony, when not developing a game themselves, would simply buy up the company of a game it was interested in. NCsoft, however, was now a powerhouse in its own right. In only two years, NCsoft had developed or published Guild Wars, City of Villains, Auto Assault, and, of course, Tabula Rasa after having brought Lineage II to the West in 2004. The most successful company, of course, remained Blizzard Entertainment with World of Warcraft, which released its first expansion in January 2007: World of Warcraft: The Burning Crusade.

	The MMO panorama was now full of offerings, ranging from classic fantasy RPGs to sci-fi games, as well as esoteric mixes of gameplay such as those found in WWII Online and Planetside. Some MMOs had also begun to feel the pressure of competition, especially Blizzard's colossus. A few weeks before the launch of Tabula Rasa, something completely new had happened: a newly launched MMORPG, Auto Assault, had been closed with little ceremony after just over a year of activity. It was an MMO created by NetDevil and published by NCsoft, who cited the reason for their drastic choice was an inadequate player base. 

	The closure of an MMO, which summarily destroys the investment of both player time and money, has always been an unpleasant event to say the least. Unlike a traditional game, when an online title’s support is removed, it often becomes unusable and the virtual alter ego of its players becomes unreachable, lost forever. In a game that pushes its players to personally identify with their avatars, this loss can be devastating to the most enthusiastic, loyal, and/or fragile players.

	NCsoft, as a gesture of goodwill, provided a consolation plan for active Auto Assault players including, among other things, the possibility of participating in upcoming games, such as Richard Garriott’'sTabula Rasa.

	The premature end of Auto Assault, even though it admittedly had little success, was still a rarity for the MMO industry. After years of enthusiasm and the launch of numerous products, NetDevil's game was one of the first to come to terms with its public failure. Other games certainly had achieved fewer users than expected and thus languished for years while the management and development staff underwent tough cutbacks. However, prior to Auto Assault, with the sole exception of EA’s Earth & Beyond (which had closed after just over a year and a half), a publisher had never pulled the plug so abruptly.

	Some observers and players, showing great acumen, sensed that this was a terrible portent. They surmised that the market was perhaps reaching saturation and that, paradoxically, the most original and, at least in the case of Auto Assault, extravagant had the highest risk of failure.

	Following the same program that brought Ultima Online from public beta to its official launch, Tabula Rasa was already playable by a large number of people prior to the actual release of the game. In the final weeks of beta, the tester population increased dramatically due to wanting to experience the game before the test server shutdown, which included the deletion of all beta characters.

	It was a marketing decision designed to give Tabula Rasa maximum media coverage as well as to help programmers adequately test the hardware and software infrastructures, but it was not without risks. Matthew Walker explains, “For us, beta was a time to work the kinks out, but for the players it was a preview of things to come. It was very rough at first, and some players never came back to the game after it got better. There were too many beta testers. We handed out access codes like candy and, while it was good for testing, it cycled through too many interested players too soon, so that by the time we launched, many had grown tired of it (because of the rough/early start).” 

	In the eyes of NCsoft, however, it could never be too early: Tabula Rasa was years late. From the developer’s point of view, it was a race at breakneck speed. The pressure from above was immense and, what’s more, Richard had gotten the okay for his space trip, which we will read about soon. Needless to say, time was limited and the stakes were high.

	The last days of the beta were cheered by the Halloween event that introduced nine different in-game masks, three NPCs that entrusted specific missions and a special emote. There was optimism in the air and Ten Ton Hammer’s ZeroAerey25 had commented on the special content of Halloween, “This is the kind of nonsense that makes players appreciate good development work.”

	A few days earlier, on October 16th, the New York Times published an article for Tabula Rasa with the intriguing title: “Elves Are Out, Aliens In.” Reminding the public of how, in recent months, the video games market had been suddenly populated by sci-fi titles like Halo 3, Hellgate: London, Mass Effect, and the upcoming Tabula Rasa, columnist Seth Schiesel gave the floor directly to Casey Hudson, project director for Mass Effect. Hudson expressed concepts curiously similar to those exposed by Del Castillo in his angry Ultima IX video with the heavy metal soundtrack: “When you’re making a video game, you’re trying to give the player special experiences and abilities that go beyond the everyday as much as possible. You want to be able to give somebody an experience where they can leave behind their everyday life.”

	The beta culminated with the sending of thousands of access keys via Fileplanet and Eurogamer, giving everyone interested a chance to try the game for the few days before the servers closed. At the beginning of September, NCsoft also dissolved the non-disclosure agreement which had previously prohibited players from sharing information, videos, or images of the game. With the game already in production and available for pre-order in the largest digital and physical stores, it was a demonstration of confidence and security by the developers, because any problems not yet solved or player frustrations could now become public which could damage sales. 

	Ultima Online’s beta test was its best marketing tool for the first MMORPG, so Garriott had no problem giving as many players as possible a chance to try the game for a few days before the servers were restarted. As the title was clearly incomplete, it was a calculated risk. Instead of waiting any longer and having a complete MMO, Garriott wanted (and had) to get it out the door as soon as possible. Player feedback and assistance would help make that happen.

	The strategy worked well with UO, but several years had passed and the online gaming world had changed. Players now had the luxury of choice and the continuous publication of new MMOs had created a kind of mass migration of itinerant players, no longer loyal to a particular game and constantly looking for something new to try. The audience had also changed. Players were more willing to try a game, give it a few weeks, then move on to the next one and possibly come back later, rather than to dedicate themselves to the same product for many months.

	On the last day of the beta, Richard Garriott gave all players the chance to repeat the Rainz experience and kill his alter ego, General British. In a gigantic fight with hundreds of players on screen, Garriott became the target of laser, rifle, machine gun, missile, and lightning attacks, but only after his numerous clones, created to make the hunt for the general longer, had been found and destroyed one by one. At the end of the event, Richard's avatar fell under the blows of his players and the beta was closed for reopening a few hours later.

	With the presence of other sci-fi MMOs on the market such as Anarchy Online and Planetside, TR’s sci-fi setting was no longer unique or even particularly original. Regardless, Garriott’s team paid tremendous attention to the game’s background and, as with UO, the numerous newsletters addressed to users and subscribers were immersively written according to the lore of the role-playing game and started with a military salute to the player-cum-conscript.

	In an alternate universe, Earth had been attacked by a powerful and advanced alien force called the Bane. The unequal confrontation had annihilated Earth’s armed forces and set humanity on the verge of extinction. Only a small part of the world’s population managed to escape destruction through portals erected by the friendly Eloh and, with their superior technology, had begun to arm themselves and take an active part in a galactic conflict of unimaginable proportions.

	Tabula Rasa was an MMORPG with TPS77 elements. Players had a vast arsenal of weapons at their disposal including rifles, lasers, missile launchers, and machine guns, which required the user to perform traditionally non-canonical actions for the genre. These actions included both aiming and shooting with the mouse and manually reloading once the ammunition ran out. The targeting system, however, was assisted because Garriott did not want to create a true MMOTPS where the player’s aiming ability and tactical and movement skills were at the center of the gameplay. Players were only required to move around the battlefield using the WASD keys and point roughly at the enemy. From there the software adjusted the aim and the result was calculated according to a mathematical system clearly inspired by role-playing games. Damage was calculated based on dice rolls, numerical damage, and armor characteristics as well as other factors such as cover, terrain, and position.

	The gameplay was therefore a hybrid between an RPG and a TPS, in which the TPS elements were overshadowed by a strong predominance of the former. Among the RPG elements, there was a progression system based on experience and levels and the specialization of the characters with particular classes that determined which skills and equipment could be used.

	The choice to create an exclusively sci-fi game did not close the door to mechanics that greatly resembled those of fantasy RPG spells. Players in Tabula Rasa, in addition to progressing with experience, levels, and equipment, were enticed to travel around the game world and perform important missions to acquire “logos.” These were ideograms created by the Eloh whose combined use, according to rules similar to some chapters of Ultima and Ultima Online, allowed players to use powerful offensive or defensive skills.

	According to the game lore, the logos were the legacy of a highly advanced society. In practice at gameplay level however, their function was equal to magic in fantasy RPGs. The logos were introduced as psionic powers that players could learn to perform, even if they could not understand how they worked, according to a paradigm very dear to science fiction fans: the second law of sci-fi writer Arthur C. Clarke, "Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.”

	Although Tabula Rasa was not designed exclusively with groups in mind, teamwork was very important. Character specialization, which was done by divergent choices at levels five, fifteen, and thirty, required the player to choose the role they would best fill on the battlefield. At creation, characters were fresh recruits and, up to the fifth level, were very limited both in terms of equipment and skills, being able only to sprint or throw a lightning bolt.

	At the fifth level, however, players got to make their first choice, deciding whether to take the path of soldier or specialist. The former allowed use of a greater number of weapons including machine guns and heavy armor, while the latter gave access to the “leech gun,” a weapon that took armor and life from enemies, transferring it to the user. The next choice, at level fifteen, allowed players who had taken the soldier path to further specialize as a commander or ranger and, for those who had chosen to be specialists, to become a sapper or biotechnician. Each path further bifurcated at level thirty, with eight final classes, all different in skills and equipment.

	The player was not required to create a new character in order to explore all eight final branches, however. Conveniently at each crossroad, it was possible to clone their character to make a different choice later. This mechanic did not exempt players entirely from the grind, however, as each clone was required to level up individually. It did at least avoid a good portion of the work necessary to complete all eight specialization paths with each starting from the first level.

	The game also had a crafting element. Players could collect materials left behind by defeated enemies on the battlefield and reuse them in crafting stations to create weapons, armor, or modifications to their equipment. There were four large classes of items and each of them required a specific skill to create the desired product. In addition to being able to produce items, players could craft rare colors and apply them to their armor to modify it aesthetically. Overall, it was a much simpler system than Ultima Online, but in order not to compromise the lore, the developers couldn’t do much more. After all, characters in Tabula Rasa were ostensibly soldiers in a grueling and widespread war throughout the galaxy and, as such, artisans, miners, and blacksmiths would have been thoroughly out of place.

	In terms of experience, players could level up by dispatching enemies as well as completing numerous missions. As TR was a fighting game, almost all missions exclusively consisted of facing an enemy or a team from the Bane and annihilating them. In some cases, however, the player was faced with moral choices. For example, when a player was tasked to destroy a dam, they could choose whether to do it immediately, thus irreparably damaging an indigenous village, or to warn the inhabitants first. These choices affected the attitude of NPCs, who were programmed to remember the decisions made by the players. There were also special maps, specifically designed for groups of players, in which the resources of a team composed of different specialists were important, and sometimes essential for the completion of difficult missions.

	The game world was constantly changing. The Allied and Bane’s forces were constantly fighting each other, with alternating outcomes and players could take part in the continually evolving clashes. It was possible that a player or a group of players had to complete a mission in a certain outpost but that location was either under attack or already in the hands of the enemy. In those cases, the players had to help the NPCs defend it or win it back before they could complete the mission. The Bane’s forces, meanwhile, would carry out patrols and operations behind enemy lines and sometimes they gathered en masse and attacked. This could result in the Bane conquering an outpost if there were not enough players to aid the NPC forces.

	The dynamic battlefield was one of the most innovative features of Tabula Rasa and would return in varying degrees in other games, such as Guild Wars 2, which was also from NCsoft.  However, it was not the only novelty introduced by Destination Games. 

	Most character skills required some genuine ability on the part of the player, who had to know how to position themself to be able to make an attack or protect and heal a comrade. Given the mouse based target locking system, Tabula Rasa was quite different from all other MMORPGs where the player simply had to select the target and press the hotkey to use the desired action. For example, treating a teammate was much more complicated than in the other games as a specialist’s treatments had a much more narrow area of effect than most MMORPGs. Whereas most games allowed a medic to use skills in proximity of a target irrespective of direction, TR would only allow the action to be performed if the target was directly in front of the player. This required the healer to stay behind the front line and to activate the skill when the injured teammate was exactly in the area of effect, otherwise the opportunity was wasted.

	It was a complicated system, made even more difficult by poor server performance and the unreliable connections of many players. One of Tabula Rasa’s worst flaws was the lack of a clear user interface that could display all necessary information. This, combined with the peculiar skill system, made life very difficult for the players. 

	The game also suffered from gameplay balancing issues. Many enemies were equipped with special abilities that could knock out players for a few moments. Little could be done against these abilities and the victims could only wait for the cool down to expire before they could act again. In the largest and most complex battles against many enemies, these knock outs could put many players out of play for proportionately long periods of time. The issue was the subject of several public complaints from many players.

	PVP, a key element of Ultima Online, was only voluntary in Tabula Rasa. It could only take place in special areas and this had worsened the issue of so-called “end-gaming,” which refers to the activities players could participate in once they reached the level cap. Although willing, the devs were not able to add content with the same speed that it was being consumed, which had a dire effect on end-gaming. This was largely a result of the decision to launch incomplete and improve the game in real-time. Even all of this didn’t entirely prevent players from enjoying the game however.

	For his new universe, Garriott planned to continually develop the storyline, unraveling it little by little both in newsletters and special in-game events. These events, much different and more expansive than the system-generated missions, were made possible by the direct participation of Tabula Rasa’s technical staff. The DG team controlled characters (Garriott, of course, controlling General British) and monsters, giving the special events more complex mechanics than the normal quests that players could perform at any time independently.

	In many ways though, this was nothing new. Even in Ultima Online, large events had been planned and executed, in which developers had taken part by controlling NPCs and monsters. One of them, the last one that took place with Garriott’s presence at Origin, started in January 2000, when an army of undead attacked Trinsic and, despite the fierce resistance of the players, had managed to destroy the city, which had fallen into the hands of hordes of monsters.78

	For Tabula Rasa, Richard wanted to take a step further along this path and design a game that, in addition to the normal quests, had a main quest chain that advanced players through the story, enriched by the special events created by the GMs. Evidence of this intention can be found, even years after its closure, on the NCsoft website, where Tabula Rasa is described as “combining shooter style action with the vast, persistent game world and ongoing storyline of an MMORPG, Tabula Rasa represents a striking new approach to the design of multiplayer online games.”79

	Feeling that the action was too lively and fast and sensing the need for players to coordinate and communicate in real time, the developers introduced a voice chat system integrated directly into the game. This was a novelty for the MMORPG world, whose players were used to using external software such as Teamspeak or Mumble. However, Tabula Rasa’s choice was immediately emulated by Everquest 280 and many years later by Blizzard for all games on the BNet platform, including, of course, World of Warcraft.

	Heavy cuts (which will be explained later) followed the ill-timed launch of Tabula Rasa. Undaunted, the development team set to work to add content and improve the game experience, trying to find a balance between classes, weapons, and skills. The choice to launch in advance ultimately turned out to be the wrong decision, unfortunately. Players hungrily devoured all available content and arrived en masse at the level cap of 40, realizing that beyond the first areas, which were neat and full of things to do, the game didn't have much to offer.

	The only two planets available at launch, Arieki and Foreas, were divided into several maps with different difficulty levels, but it didn't take long for the most motivated players to fully explore the available maps and soon were followed by the rest. In a dramatic race against time, the development team released new maps and added fixes, significantly improving the game and patching most of the flaws that had previously driven away players.

	One of the more fun surprises that the staff reserved was that Earth had not been completely destroyed. Although seriously crippled by the conflict, the home planet still existed and the war would move there as human forces would soon launch their counterattack.

	The big reveal fell on the very day when Richard Garriott would conclude his trip to space and many reference sites, realizing the coincidence, announced: “Richard Garriott and Tabula Rasa return to Earth.”81 The update with the new map was supposed to drop with Deployment 15, but NCsoft already had other plans for Garriott's MMORTS, which we will soon see.

	Nevertheless, the remaining developers (after a couple of drastic cuts) were working on new content and continuous fixes to balance out the system. Richard Garriott, meanwhile, was about to leave for his space mission and, to promote Tabula Rasa, he would take along a time capsule containing the DNA of some important personalities, a failsafe against the unfortunate event of the destruction of mankind. 

	Richard hoped that the toughest difficulties for both him and Tabula Rasa were behind him. However, upon his return, everything would change dramatically.

	 


Per aspera sic itur ad astra 

	 

	“The Space Review: Did you bring some nucleotides, nano mechs, and a TR ‘crafting station’ to do your scientific research on the International Space Station (ISS)?

	Garriott: Close! I will be bringing a variety of proteins up to the ISS to crystallize in microgravity, to then return to the X-ray diffraction ‘station’ back in Huntsville.”

	 

	Richard Garriott, interviewed by Sam Dinkin, The Space Review, 2008

	 

	Richard was twelve years old when his father, Owen, after being selected among thousands of possible candidates, was sent into orbit for the Skylab 3 mission. Understandably, the episode was a crucial event for the entire family as the astronaut spent 60 days in space, more than double the duration of the previous record. 

	Once back on the ground, Owen was subjected to a barrage of questions. Young Richard, of course, wanted to know what it was like to go into space, what emotions his father had felt, and what the feeling of weightlessness was. Faced with his son’s curiosity, though forever a rigorous scientist, Owen always answered dryly, without ever revealing the emotion that, according to Richard, was an inevitable ingredient of the space experience.

	The limits of his father’s emotional exposition with regard to his orbital excursion always left a hole in Richard’s heart. Since Owen could not explain how he felt in space, the young man had no choice but to try it out for himself. Like most kids, Richard hadn’t made solid plans for the future yet. He simply assumed he would become an astronaut like his father.

	However, reality hit hard during a routine check-up visit with his ophthalmologist. The doctor had discovered a visual defect in the boy’s eyes and jokingly, he said, “Hey Richard, you’ve got bad eyesight; I’m sorry to be the one to tell you, but that’s going to prevent you from ever being selected as a NASA astronaut.”

	For the boy who had made no plans for the future that didn’t involve NASA, that news was brutal. Richard grew up in a highly scientific and technological environment, always in close contact with aerospace engineers and astronauts. The knowledge that he would forever be sidelined from the exclusive club that included practically everyone he knew only reinforced his determination to walk the very path that had just been denied to him. 

	“I was shocked and horrified there briefly,” Richard recalls “but then fairly quickly made up my mind to say, ‘hey wait a minute, these guys can't tell me whether I'm allowed to fly into space or not.’ And so if I’m not going to be eligible to go with NASA I’m just going to have to find my own way.”82

	In the ‘70s, the possibility of a space trip outside the national space programs was only science fiction. However, even as early as the ‘80s, the landscape had changed drastically. The first space flights with non-NASA personnel happened, such as that of Charles D. Walker who embarked aboard the space shuttle on behalf of his aerospace company, McDonnell Douglas. 

	Meanwhile, on the other side of the Iron Curtain in the perestroika era of the Soviet Union under President Mikhail Gorbachev, external travelers began to appear in space programs. In 1990, for $28 million, paid in part by the Tokyo Broadcasting System television station, the Japanese journalist Toyohiro Akiyama flew into space and visited the MIR space station.

	The fall of the Soviet Union and the consequent economic crisis that risked paralyzing the space plan of the newly born Russia had accelerated changes in space tourism. The new Russian agency, the Roscosmos State Corporation for Space Activities, was born from the ashes of the Soviet era space entity. It was desperately looking for resources to keep the expensive space program active and began to consider the possibility of receiving funding from private individuals in exchange for the exclusive opportunity of a trip into space.

	Richard Garriott, who had never lost sight of the situation, seized the opportunity and began investing in Space Adventures, a company founded in 1998 by Eric C. Anderson. Garriott recalls,

	“A lesser known detail is that many years went by before we were actually able to fund the $10 million prize for the X-Prize.83 When we envisioned Space Adventures and the X-Prize, we thought basically the X-Prize would get the ships built, and then Space Adventures would fly them. But without the prize being funded, and therefore no ships being built, we said look, even though NASA won’t take private citizens, maybe we’ll be able to convince the Russians. So we went and we talked to the Russians and they said ‘yeah, well, we might consider it, but even just to figure out if it were possible and how much it would cost, would cost a lot of money.’ And I actually personally paid for the study to determine if and how private citizens could fly, with the full intention of actually being the first private citizen to fly. However, that’s also when the internet stock bubble burst, and unfortunately for me that meant my ability to pay for that first space flight disappeared, and so we sold my seat to Dennis Tito.”84

	Richard, having missed the opportunity to be the first space tourist and, in the meantime, had been removed from the first company he had created, was now back to work with Destination Games, which was soon purchased by NCsoft. With the proceeds from selling to the South Korean company, Garriott once again set his sights on his dream of going into space. Unfortunately for Richard, the price of the ticket had meanwhile risen from $20 million to $30 million.

	On September 28th, 2007, Space Adventures officially announced that it would launch its sixth tourist astronaut into space: it was finally Garriott’s turn. At the time, however, he was also busy with the imminent launch of his long-awaited MMORPG. Having received the thumbs up from NCsoft, Richard began the demanding training necessary to take part in a space mission as a tourist.

	This training happened mainly during the months immediately following the launch of Tabula Rasa. It unfortunately exposed Richard to criticism that, at the most complicated moment of his long-awaited project, he was off preparing for an expensive space vacation.

	The first medical check-ups for his space trip did not show any particular problems that could have prevented him from going. However, immediately after making the second payment, Richard underwent further, more thorough tests. In one of these tests, an anomaly was found. Garriott had a hemangioma in his liver. It was a congenital condition and one which most likely neither would have been discovered nor brought any problems to the life and health of a human living on earth. Unfortunately, however, it represented a mortal danger in particular circumstances for an astronaut.

	It was up to a doctor to give Richard unwanted news another time: the game developer, once again, didn't have what it took to become an astronaut. Unlike his inability to travel in 2001, this time Garriott could no longer surrender his ticket and ask for a refund. If he could not fly, he would have lost the $30 million invested to make his dream come true.

	Determined not to give up, Richard made the only decision that would allow him to fly into space anyway: he underwent a major surgery, dangerous and potentially fatal, for the removal of the hepatic hemangioma. The surprises didn’t end even there, however.

	Upon waking from the operation, Richard learned that the surgery had gone well and that the doctors, noting a problem with the gallbladder, had performed a cholecystectomy on the fly. Initially Garriott was horrified, worried that the new, unforeseen operation had somehow ironically invalidated his candidacy for space. Fortunately, the removal of the gallbladder was not an impediment to space travel.

	Finally everything was ready.

	On October 12th, 2008, at 07:01 UTC, from the Russian cosmodrome of Baikonur, Richard Garriott was launched by a Soyuz-FG launch vehicle. It was a colossus nearly 50 meters high and weighing in at 305 tons. Approximately ten minutes later, near 7:11 UTC, the vehicle arrived in orbit around the earth, making Richard Garriott the first American second-generation astronaut the second second-generation astronaut in the world. He had been preceded only by Sergey Volkov,85the commander of the Soyuz TMA-12 mission, which not only had come before Garriott’s but would also bring the space tourist back to Earth on October 24th.

	During the eleven days, twenty hours, and thirty-five minutes in orbit, Garriott carried out a series of experiments for educational purposes on behalf of the UK newspaper, Metro. He also conducted amateur radio activity from space with the call sign W5KWQ, took photographs of the Earth that he transmitted to the Windows on Earth program which gives users the opportunity to see their planet from space, and shot the first short film made in space: Apogee of Fear.

	Based on writing by Tracy Hickman and prepared just ahead of Garriott's space trip, the short film was made with the collaboration of most of the astronauts on board the ISS at that time. The plot, full of irony, began with the departure of Richard to return to Earth. The crew remaining on the ISS was initially happy with Richard’s departure, considering him a boring chatterbox who was always busy talking about video games. However, they soon found themselves saddened by the absence of the space tourist. Then, having found an abnormal use of oxygen on board, the three remaining astronauts agreed that there was definitely an alien being on board the ISS and began the hunt for the stowaway, which leads to the final surprise. But that won’t be spoiled here.

	Returning to Earth on the TMA-12 mission, Garriott immediately transmitted the footage to Tracy Hickman and stayed for the medical checkups that were mandatory for all people returning from a space mission. As a guest at the Russian cosmodrome’s medical facility in Baikonur, Garriott received a phone call from Chris Chung. In Garriott’s absence, many events had unfolded, all of which were decidedly negative for him.

	 


Point of No Return 

	 

	“I believe that TR suffered from gamer backlash against the appearance that TR was going to be the ‘WoW killer,’ which was a lofty goal and almost unachievable during those couple of years, in which WoW clearly dominated the MMO market.”

	 

	James Parkman

	 

	“Years before, I had sworn that I would be there to turn off the lights when TR finally shut down. At the end of that night, that's what I did. It was bittersweet.”

	 

	Matthew Walker

	 

	On February 18th, 2008, just three months after the launch of Tabula Rasa, the haphazardly planted trees began to bear ill fruits. As NCsoft is a publicly traded company, the first information about Tabula Rasa’s performance was disclosed in the required financial statements published near the end of the fourth quarter of 2007. Because of this, those numbers related only to the first 60 days of the new MMORPG.

	The first official figures indicated just about $5.5 million in revenue for Tabula Rasa. For the Korean management team, who were accustomed to much higher figures, it was a disappointing result, roughly only a third of what was expected. Lee Jae-ho, NCsoft’s CFO explained, “This could be a disappointing amount to our investors and even to myself. Half a year ago I communicated with investors and analysts we had very high expectations for Tabula Rasa. After six months, I just put down 15 billion won86 as an annual revenue target and that’s very disappointing. But I should admit that the actual result of Tabula Rasa has been disappointing. If you talk about our development cost we spent in the past several years, probably we are not making any money from this Tabula Rasa project.”87

	The news had an immediate impact on the value of NCsoft’s shares and, to reassure investors, a reorganization of the Austin division was announced. The timing couldn’t have been worse for Garriott’s staff, who had just launched the incomplete game to earn money and time to continue its development. Their continuous updates were now released monthly. A cut to the staff would have the catastrophic effect of delaying or even stopping the development of updates and destroying the entire launch strategy of Tabula Rasa.

	Miraculously, despite staff cuts, there was improvement to the dev team’s operations. This was due to organizational techniques that had recently been introduced. Walker explains, “During the final year of TR, while we were live, the team got streamlined and we began adopting agile development practices, such as SCRUM. We got really good at making updates and improvements to the game.”

	In the meantime, Garriott had been “relieved of day-to-day administrative tasks” so that he could devote himself entirely to his MMORPG. Chris Chung had been placed in charge of NCsoft Austin and the Korean company’s operations in the United States. These were not encouraging signs, especially when given that after only three months, the parent company was publicly admitting bankruptcy. Despite that, development was accelerating and achieving well-recognized results externally. 

	The story of Tabula Rasa seemed destined to follow a script that would become typical of the MMORPG industry: launch, first difficulties, staff cuts, server downsizing, and finally closure.

	NCsoft’s expectations were high. Afterall, their Q4 2007 report announced that Guild Wars had now sold nearly five million copies. That game, which launched in 2005, was followed with three expansions. The last of these, Eye of the North, hit the shelves in late August 2007. Accustomed to sales figures counted in the millions, especially after investing large amounts of capital and waiting six years, the NCsoft execs had struggled to accept the downsizing of the forecast.

	The real costs incurred by the Korean company for the development of Tabula Rasa were not and would never be disclosed. In the absence of official numbers, the press estimated a figure of $100 million, which was quickly denied by NCsoft PR. From another standpoint, Garriott had mentioned a $20 million spend each on the first development in partnership with Jake Song and on the second attempt with the Seoul designers. This brought Garriott’s projection to a total of at least $40 million prior to November 2007, the day of launch.

	Considering that the real numbers were probably somewhere between those provided by Garriott and the ones estimated by the press, the $16 million in projected annual revenues by Lee Jae-ho were not enough to repay the Korean company’s investment, even over many years. Garriott realized that maybe he would have been better off canceling the project and starting from scratch on a new game, one with a clean slate rather than a sunk cost of $20 to $40 million already invested.

	Unfortunately, it was too late for that insight.

	From the players’ point of view, however, the first months had not been as catastrophic as it appeared to Lee Jae-ho. The game was positively received by video games related media sources, reaching an encouraging score of 78 out of 100 on Metacritic, a review aggregation site. The launch was studded with serious difficulties and technical problems, of course. The four initial servers, three located in North America and one in Europe, proved to be insufficient for everyone. In particular, the lone European server was always crowded, leading Garriott to promise to add more to cope with the unexpectedly high influx of players. However, the launch was no worse than that of many other MMORPGs such as World of Warcraft, which had had a much more complicated debut or Anarchy OnLine, whose boxes had been sold partly with duplicate or unusable keys. 

	Then there was Garriott’s space trip. For all intents and purposes, his extra-planetary excursion should have played an important part in the marketing campaign for Tabula Rasa, especially given NCsoft’s collaboration with the Operation Immortality project. Funded by the South Korean company and completed by Garriott during his space trip, it consisted of putting a time capsule containing the DNA sequences of important people, such as Stephen Hawking and his daughter Lucy, comedian Stephen Colbert, and others into orbit. The purpose of the time capsule was to save DNA in case of a global catastrophe and the reference to Tabula Rasa should have been easy to grasp. NCsoft also created a special site, though no longer accessible, operationimmortality.com, which linked to www.playtr.com, the web portal for Garriott’s game.

	In many ways, the advertising campaign was never very effective. The fact that Garriott “simply” purchased a ticket to space oddly alienated many, including some of his fans, and brought on fierce criticism from his harshest detractors. The timing was definitely wrong. Tabula Rasa was struggling due to both the early launch and Garriott's time away spent training, amplified by the Austin offices first staff cutbacks. All of this gave many people the impression that the game designer had simply squandered the money for the development of a game that desperately needed improvement and was off enjoying a vacation at the least opportune time.

	In reality, the development did not suffer any particular slowdowns. In fact, content for Tabula Rasa continued to be generated at increasingly faster rhythms due to the reorganization of the development team. At the same time, the monthly updates were fixing many of the more serious problems of the game, though to many, Tabula Rasa still seemed unacceptably incomplete. In the absence of official figures, the press and public perception was that Garriott’s MMORPG was in serious trouble and it suffered a continuous hemorrhage of players.

	On September 11th, 2008, a few weeks before the start of Richard’s space mission, NCsoft announced its intention to merge all its western subsidiaries into a single entity, NC West. The offices of NC Interactive, NC Europe, NC Austin, and ArenaNet were to merge into a single subsidiary based in Seattle and be led by Chris Chung. 

	Only a month earlier, NCsoft had reduced the Austin office’s staff by twenty-one positions. However, with the September press release, the Korean company began to air the possibility that layoffs may not be finished due to the fact that revenues had dropped by more than 40%. Tabula Rasa’s increasingly lacklustre performance had convinced management that Garriott’s product would not survive the upcoming launch of Warhammer Online: Age of Reckoning (September 18th, 2008) and the new expansion of World of Warcraft (November 13th, 2008), regardless of the resources and efforts spent on adding content and improving the game.

	As we know, Garriott’s mission began on October 12th, 2008 and ended twelve days later, on October 24th.

	Unbeknownst to Richard, while the developer was preparing for and executing the space mission, T.J. Kim, founder and CEO of NCsoft, contacted Chris Chung and instructed him to arrange for Garriott’s dismissal.88 Chung waited for the astronaut to return to Earth and contacted him by phone on November 6th.

	Richard, who was still recovering at the Russian quarantine facility, learned from Chung that “his time with the company was over.” Garriott objected and, after stating that he did not want to leave, asked if the decision was appealable. However, Chung was adamant: the decision, which was made with the involvement of NCsoft’s executive management, was final.

	On the same day, just a few hours later, Chung contacted Garriott again and submitted the press release that NCsoft’s PR team had prepared. It stated:

	 

	Fellow Soldiers of the AFS,

	I am happy to finally be able to write the players and community of Tabula Rasa. We’ve been on quite a journey together. First in creating a game unlike any other on the MMO market, then growing a loyal community and finally launching the game and its players into space with Operation Immortality. It has been quite an unforgettable journey, one that I will treasure for the rest of my life.

	I am very grateful to you loyal players for sticking around through what I think we can all honestly say was a rough launch. I thank the development team for pushing hard to get polish, updates and new content out every month since launch...a feat that I think is unusual in MMO development. They have a lot to be proud of.

	Many of you probably wonder what my plans are, now that I have achieved the lifelong dream of going to space. Well, that unforgettable experience has sparked some new interests that I would like to devote my time and resources to. As such, I am leaving NCsoft to pursue those interests.

	This news is difficult for me to deliver. I am honored to have worked with the team I’ve had and I'm grateful to the community who makes this game so unique and fun.

	Thank you and farewell

	 

	After reading the release, the game designer signed it. However, he refused to do the same with the next document: a letter of resignation addressed to NCsoft. With Garriott’s departure, the management of the Korean company was ready to pull the plug on Tabula Rasa and on November 22nd, the imminent closure of the servers was announced.

	“Last November we launched what we hoped would be a ground breaking sci-fi MMO,” the company explained in a statement. “In many ways, we think we’ve achieved that goal. Tabula Rasa has some unique features that make it fun and very different from every other MMO out there. Unfortunately, the fact is that the game hasn’t performed as expected. The development team has worked hard to improve the game since launch, but the game never achieved the player population we hoped for.”

	Without reference to Garriott, the communiqué came unexpectedly to everyone. NCsoft had not commented in any way on the departure of the creator of Tabula Rasa nor had it tried to reassure the players. This convinced many that something big was about to happen. 

	“Garriott leaves NCsoft as profits dive,” reported Eurogamer.net, interpreting a widespread perception that Garriott’s departure was voluntary and consequent to the failure of his game. The failure, which in turn, was primarily responsible for the collapse of NCsoft’s profits and stock prices.

	Immediately after the announcement of the upcoming shuttering of Tabula Rasa, NCsoft provided updates regarding the timeline of the closure and the shutdown of the game’s servers. The American servers would be merged into one, reducing the total number from four to two: one each for North America and Europe. TR would become free to play on January 10th, remaining that way until the final closure on February 28th. Meanwhile, the remaining development staff would work until the last minute to implement improvements and to create a final event for the loyal players.

	In an obvious attempt not to lose TR’s user base, players with an active account at the time of transition to the free to play model would be given three free months of gametime for both City of Heroes and Lineage II. The offer also included the one-time cost of the game client. In addition to that, players were also offered access to the beta for Aion as well as the option to pre-order the game with a free month of play.

	After the announcement, the NCsoft Austin team continued to work at a fast pace, adding as many features and as much content as possible before the MMORPG closed. Despite their tremendous efforts, at least one planetary map remained unpublished, forever unknown and unreachable to players. It was the planet Mycon, designed by lead designer, James Parkman: “It was a fungal planet. We had many design sessions where we discussed and created believable alien worlds, which was a strong requirement from Richard on TR both before and after shipping.”

	Mycon, Arieki, and Foreas, like all the content, had to be inhabited by interconnected creatures. Flora and fauna together that should have formed a credible ecosystem, hunters and prey, symbiotic and parasitic, all in various states of balance in front of the background of a looming galactic war. All of this, of course, was in the aim of creating the verisimilitude of true reality that had come to be expected of a Richard Garriott game. Sadly, much of that effort was ultimately for naught. 

	The last phase of Tabula Rasa’s existence was dedicated to the final event. The developers staged a massive attack by the Bane on the two planets that could be visited: Arieki and Foreas. Growing increasingly more powerful, the Bane ended up chasing away the players and making them pile up on the newly finished Earth map, where the final standoff was held. After several difficult battles, the Earth forces got the better of the aliens. Then, around midnight GMT, with only ten seconds remaining, the final countdown was started.

	When the clock reached zero, the servers shut down and the players lost connections. As he had promised years earlier, Matthew Walker was there to pull the plug. He recalls the moment, “[...]it was pretty unceremonious: myself and some fellow devs and Ops folks standing around the workstation, and entering a final command that brought the servers down. People kept playing until they were booted out by that action. That’s really all I can say. I have more inside me, but they’re just personal memories and feelings and emotions that I will continue to treasure.”

	Meanwhile, Garriott continued to have friction with NCsoft. 

	In December 2008, despite the lack of a signature on the letter of resignation, the Korean company informed Richard that they considered his resignation to be voluntary. Thus, under the contract signed with the acquisition of Destination Games in 2001, the resigning game designer had only 90 days to exercise his right on the stock options, a full 28 months less than the original ten year deadline.

	For both parties, this was a matter of million-dollar importance. Due to the difficulties Kim Taek-jin’s company had in the West, NCsoft’s shares had reached an all-time low. When Richard sold Destination Games, he received half his payment in shares and half in stock purchase options. While some shares were sold to finance the expensive space trip, the purchase options would have paid off if the market hadn’t punished the Korean company’s unfortunate adventure in the West so harshly.

	NCsoft’s stock wasn’t expected to remain bottomed out for long as they had just launched a promising new MMORPG: Aion. Expectations were high. Analysts were ready to bet on a rise in shares which, within a year, when Aion would be published in North America and Europe, could likely recover its value lost in 2008.

	For Garriott, the 90 days available to exercise the purchase options or lose them forever were too short and too penalizing of a timeframe. With his back against the wall, Richard didn’t have much choice:

	“Although Garriott had intended to hold his options until after NCsoft released a game called Aion to the market, the 90-day period required Garriott to exercise his options by a new date imposed by the company, which he did in January 2009. To meet this deadline, Garriott scrambled to raise enough money by obtaining loans from family members and business colleagues, liquidating personal holdings, and borrowing from his IRA.”89

	The sale of stock options in February 2009, within the three months granted by NCsoft, earned Richard $13.8 million. His brother Robert, who received the same offer with the sale of Destination Games, was able to freely sell his stock options between June and August 2009, a few months after Richard, earning substantially more: $42 million. The “Aion effect,” as analysts correctly predicted, had worked and NCsoft’s stock was back in high gear, after the low reached in the very 90 days Richard was forced to exercise his options.

	On May 5th, 2009, Richard sued NCsoft for breach of contract and the result was a tough battle in court that lasted until 2011, though Garriott was basically always ahead, legally speaking.

	NCsoft’s first line of defense was that, under Korean law, an employee’s resignation was always considered voluntary unless the use of coercion or intimidation could be proven. The court did not accept this interpretation of the law for this case. Based on a South Korean Supreme Court ruling in a dispute very similar to Garriott’s, a company had asked employees to sign resignation forms and then dismissed those who refused to do so.

	Richard never really had a choice, especially given that he asked management to reconsider his departure and said that he wanted to stay. As he was told that his time at NCsoft had come to an end, his resignation could not be considered voluntary even for Korean jurisprudence. An important factor in the jury’s decision were the dispositions in defense of Garriott. One such told of the opposition Richard had to his removal by Chung from Tabula Rasa. Chung stated that in removing Garriott from NCsoft, he had followed T.J. Kim’s instructions. Furthermore, several emails from the company’s top management suggested that Garriott didn’t resign voluntarily but rather was forced. One such email was written by Jeff Strain, co-founder of ArenaNet and a key player in the development of Guild Wars (who had recently accepted a management position at NC West). His email stated: “[a]ny answer other than mutual will imply that he was fired, and while it may be thetruth[…]” 

	NCsoft’s second line of defense was to dispute the way the damages were determined. The Court, not liking the fact that NCsoft’s lawyers had decided to challenge this assessment only later, after losing the first court battle, defended the jury's estimate of $28 million, which was based on the dynamics of the long relationship between Richard and his brother Robert.

	Having always dealt with the creative side of things, Richard had let Robert, who was more financially competent and prepared for organizational and economic choices, focus on these decisions. The jury therefore thought it logical that in this case too, with both brothers receiving the same package, Richard would follow Robert’s example, liquidating his shares at a more opportune time and making $28 million more profit than he had actually done by having to follow the imposed deadline. In addition, among the various models proposed by Garriott’s lawyers to quantify the damage, the one chosen by the jury was the least expensive for NCsoft because, if Richard had waited to exercise the right to his options until the last useful day, the gain would have skyrocketed to more than $60 million.

	The first legal round ended on August 31th, 2010 with a clear victory for Garriott. However, NCsoft appealed and the case went all the way to the U.S. Court of Appeals, which ultimately found no errors in previous judgments and upheld the ruling (October 21th, 2011), ordering the Korean company to pay the $28 million compensation, plus interest and legal fees, for a total of $32 million.

	With the lawsuit won, Richard could breathe a sigh of relief. Unfortunately, despite the fact that he had proven to have been unwillingly removed from NCsoft Austin, his image had been stained in the eyes of many fans. The news of the victory over NCsoft was greeted with a certain sarcasm by some trade publications. Rock Paper Shotgun (RPS), for example, summarized it as follows: “He won, but NCsoft protested, and it went to the 5th Space Circuit Court of Appeals, who have just upheld the judgment, adding on a $4m bonus because of his lovely beard. And costs. So multimillionaire Richard Garriott de Cayeux now has another $32m. Meanwhile, the people of Burundi live on $82 per year.” 

	Despite his victory in court, Garriott’s incorrectly portrayed “voluntary” departure from NCsoft had seemed the real reason for the closure of Tabula Rasa for over two years. The judicial truth struggled to assert itself against the perception the players of Tabula Rasa had, disappointed first by the game, then by the withdrawal of its developer. Thus the public remained largely unaware of the real dynamics that had led to the collapse of Garriott’s ambitious project.

	The number of years spent and the estimated $100 million invested, according to the unofficial evaluation of video games magazines, only made the situation worse. Many fans believed that the great game designer, in the end, had really lost his magic touch but somehow managed to make up for it in court with a historic multimillion dollar sentence. One which would long remain in the annals of Texas history.

	Trusting his lawyers to wrap up any loose ends, Garriott had already set himself to work on his next project.

	 

	 


Portalarium and Shroud of the Avatar 

	 

	“Portalarium Inc., an Austin online game developer, obtained $75,000 in equity capital from two investors. The funding is the first investment of a planned $1 million round. Richard Garriott de Cayeux is CEO of the company, founded in 2009. Portalarium is developing a new game, Shroud of the Avatar, and has also been actively raising money on crowdfunding platforms, including more than $11 million (SIC) on Kickstarter.”

	 

	Mike Cronin - Austin Business Journal

	 

	After closing his chapter with NCsoft, Richard Garriott called some friends and colleagues together to discuss next steps. Along with Dallas Snell and Fred Schmidt, he founded a new company, Portalarium. This name was also connected to the two previous companies: from Origin to Destination, through the many portals that were so dear to the game designer.

	Portalarium’s production activities initially focused on creating social games. To this end, a brief alliance was made with industry giant Zynga. This led to the release of the new company’s first game, Port Casino, followed by Ultimate Collector: Garage Sale. The timing was far from ideal, however. When Portalarium was founded, social games seemed to be the new target market, but the smartphone boom changed everything in a rather short period of time and social games were soon overtaken by mobile games. Thus Portalarium’s foray into the world of social mediabased games was brief. Ultimate Collector was announced in 2012 and closed in April of the following year. The company’s resources were then diverted to their most important and ambitious project, a new MMORPG.

	Shroud of the Avatar was announced in March 2013 and, soon after, a crowdfunding campaign on Kickstarter was opened. Richard Garriott personally invested heavily into the crowdfunding campaign rewards, donating copies of Akalabeth created with original materials for the highest backer tiers. The campaign ended successfully with $1.9 million raised by 22,322 backers, far surpassing its funding goal of only $1 million, and unlocking several stretch goals. During the following year, an additional $1 million was raised by late backers.

	For Shroud of the Avatar’s development, Garriott took the role of director with Starr Long as producer, Chris Spears as chief programmer, and famed Dragonlance author Tracy Hickman as the lead story designer. Richard had previously collaborated with Hickman for the short film shot on the ISS.

	One year later, in November 2014, the game was made available on the Steam digital distribution platform via early access.

	Shroud of the Avatar was a peculiar project, intended to be a hybrid of social gaming and MMORPG. Its story was divided into episodes that were at the same time single player and multiplayer. The idea being that the multiplayer version would be online and in all effects an MMORPG while the single player (and thus offline) version would basically be a single player CRPG.

	In a nod to games of the past, the game world was designed to be dual-scale (the overworld map to navigate between areas and then detailed maps for encounters and points of interest). It was created with functions derived from both single-player CRPGs and MMORPGs at the same time. Features included a system of crafting and virtues, branched dialogues with non-player characters, and a housing system to allow players not only to create their own homes, but also larger structures with functions beyond merely residential. Players were also able to furnish and decorate these structures.

	Shroud of the Avatar initially launched as pay to play (i.e. it had to be purchased up front, though it did not require a subscription), providing players with a large digital store where they could buy a wide range of goods for their accounts. These items included wearable items such as clothes, hats, and dyes; equipment such as weapons, shields, musical instruments, and upgraded crafting tools; character perks such as emotes and pets; and home related goods such as furniture, lot deeds, and even buildings. The game assets were created partly in-house by Port devs and partly by independent developers, who were remunerated according to the revenues brought in from their designs. 

	In October 2018, the game switched to the free to play model.

	Shroud of the Avatar’s critical reception was quite warm initially. Though as had happened with Tabula Rasa, the MMORPG portion of Garriott’s most recent game was considered unripe at launch, even though numerous and consistent improvements were added over the following years. The single-player aspect, unfortunately, was near-universally judged as incomplete and unsatisfactory, seemingly abandoned in the middle of the development. The hybrid nature of the game ultimately ended up being an obstacle rather than a strength, forcing the Portalarium team, undersized for such an ambitious product, to split in half. 

	While garnering enthusiasm from some of his fans, Garriott's latest game ultimately convinced neither industry critics nor a large portion of the public that had supported it during the crowdfunding campaign, not to mention through the several years of development after the Kickstarter. Eventually, the company slowly started to unravel. First with the gradual departure of key figures like Dallas Snell, who resigned to follow other interests and then with events like the closure of the Austin office in 2019 as the development team started working remotely without a central headquarters. All of this was seen by many as signs that Portalarium was closing, though that wasn’t the only trouble.

	Several Kickstarter backers complained about big delays in receiving their boxed copies and many had to pay a surcharge for shipping costs. This revived and fueled criticism and skepticism against Garriott’s latest initiative. Thus, in October 2019, SotA was sold to Catnip Games, a company founded by Chris Spears, former CTO of Portalarium, technical director of SotA, and previously, associate lead programmer of Tabula Rasa.

	The second of the five planned episodes, initially slated for a 2015 release, was postponed several times and was ultimately scheduled to be released during 2020. However, the development of the game is still in progress at this time.

	 


Afterword

	On February 9th, 2008, in response to Activision’s self-proclamation as the leading publisher of third-party developers, the then CEO of EA, John Riccitiello, took the floor at the D.I.C.E. summit in Las Vegas and gave some surprising considerations:

	“The command and conquer model, the command and direct model doesn't work... Bullfrog, Origin, Westwood–all no longer exist today because something broke. ... and I'll simply state that EA blew it, and to a certain degree, since I was involved, I blew it. They told me they were stifled by politics, bureaucracy, and a fact they felt they weren't heard.”

	The unexpected speech generated a lot of emotion and, reached by telephone, Riccitiello explained his position better:

	“I think that the idea that you're going to have a top-down process that uses a lot of centralized tools to try and build a common brand with a lot of centralized creative calls is just not a good idea. It could certainly make for a great case study at Harvard if it worked, but I just don't think it works.

	“There is no question that Origin and Westwood and Bullfrog don’t exist today, and you don't generally buy things in order to close them. Those deals obviously didn’t work the way we anticipated. The leaders in those organizations got set up where they thought we were bringing in a bureaucracy. We were bringing in centralized tools and technology that homogenized the output and slowed them down. They weren’t listened to.”

	A few years later, it was Richard Garriott’s turn to sum up what Origin had been like after it left the scene, the direction taken by Ultima Online development and the possibility of a return to its most famous IP:

	“Since I am no longer at the helm of UO, let’s look at where it has gone in my absence. Elves and ninjas have been added into the game, things I specifically had banned. This is only a small example of why and how Ultima has drifted away from Richard Garriott, but I have not drifted away from Ultima. Overused, irrelevant, and reused RPG elements are not the essence of my Ultimate RPG.

	“It is clear to me that I, Richard Garriott, am an essential ingredient of at least the Ultimate Ultima, if not more broadly the Ultimate RPG. Perhaps one day, now that the people who pushed me out of EA more than a decade ago are long since gone, EA will recognize that together, we could rebuild that franchise in a way that they have failed to do in the intervening years. Richard Garriott is an essential ingredient in the Ultimate Ultima!

	“Now I wish I could still build in the previous world of Old Britannia. Yet until the powers at Electronic Arts see the wisdom of such a collaboration (some there do, and player pressure could help), I must plan to rebuild in a New Britannia. While in some ways it will mean I have more work to do (and you will have to wait longer to see that new world), the truth is I have lived in that world for more than 20 of my 35 years in game development, rebuilt many new worlds and look forward to the challenge of crafting this newest reality.”90

	To date, it seems that there is still no basis for this collaboration to see the light of day. 

	 


Final Words

	It was the best of jobs. It was the worst of jobs. I worked with some truly amazing, talented, creative people at Origin, many of whom remain close friends to this day. And we created some very fun games. But on the other hand, working at Origin also made me aware of their abusive company culture that “encouraged” most employees to work themselves to exhaustion. That experience is what drove me to leave the industry just a few years later. I miss the people, but not the work.

	 

	Jeff Johannigman

	 

	While my time at Origin and working with Richard was relatively short (about 1-1/2 years), it was extremely valuable. I learned a great deal about the gaming business as well as key skills which served me later on working for other game companies, and also in developing my career as a novelist. Richard was always a wise and generous collaborator, and I am grateful to him for trusting me with such a high-profile position on Ultima VII—the Black Gate.

	 

	Raymond Benson

	 

	Truth is, I've always been marginally involved with Richard G’s games at best. I wrote some music, and when he asked for submissions, I sent it along. In fact, I know absolutely nothing about game design or programming, I’m lucky to turn on my computer and operate it at a knuckle-dragging level. For many years I had no computer, and when i finally got one, it wasn't really suitable for RG's games (Yes, I am a Mac person at best). Nowadays I have a dedicated game computer that will actually play Shroud of the Avatar, and I go online occasionally to wander around the beautiful world the team have created, and make it a point to interact with people (think of me as an ex prize-fighter hired as a greeter in a Las Vegas casino). In fact, I'm not particularly interested in actually solving the game... I'll go on a minor quest to retrieve somebody's lost keepsake if it's not too much trouble. Recently my borrowed game computer has begun freezing up every 10 minutes or so. That really cuts into my game time.

	So if I had a message to impart, I would say it's very gratifying/complimentary that R decided years ago to include his friends as exemplars of certain virtues, and I am particularly pleased to be an exemplar for compassion, which I rate very-very high in any list of human virtues. Yet even I have my limits. The other truly great thing about the old Ultima games was the decision to make and enforce value judgments and a simple system of ethics. It's fashionable among certain players to find cheats and tricks to game the system...and not just in the computer world, but the larger world as well. To those people I say: “Shame, don't be that.”

	It's a lesson I learned in fencing tournaments with SCA...one I tried to teach my students. Only one person will win the tournament, and if that person cheats, I assure you everybody will eventually know. But bouts well and cleanly fought, within the rules will reflect credit on all, win or lose. Sadly, though cheaters never actually win, still they often go home with all the valuable prizes. Ahh well, I shut up now.

	 

	Iolo/DRW

	 

	There was once a Romany fiddler who fell asleep in a misty graveyard. A lord challenged him to a music contest. If the Rom won, he would get a fiddle of gold, but if he lost, he would forfeit his own. The Rom played a dance, melancholy in its minor key, yet so merry that all the shades in the cemetery found themselves tapping their toes. The ghosts rattled the leaves in hearty approval. When the Rom was done, he kissed the violin, and passed it to the lord. The aristocrat was also very skilled. He played a piece about spring, fashionable with the nobility, followed by a somberLacrimosa. The unseen spirits applauded, but only politely. It was clear that the Rom was the winner. At midnight, the illusion fell away and the rich man stood with horns and goat's legs revealed. The Devil demanded to know, “How? How did you do it?!” … “I put my soul into the fiddle,” said the Rom, “but before I handed it to you, I breathed my soul back into me.”

	 

	...And so, at Origin, we breathed a little bit of ourselves into our work.  It gave back to us, and to others, in ways we never imagined it would.

	 

	Manda

	 

	It’s been an interesting 6 and a half years, to say the least. I’ve grown a lot, and I hope I’ve helped others grow, too. ORIGIN itself has certainly grown, and changed — like all change, some for the better, some for the worse. There have been great people to work with, and only a few I hope never to deal with again.

	Working at ORIGIN, with all of you, and with all who have gone on before, has been frustrating, bemusing, infuriating, and one of the best things that ever happened to me. I’m especially proud that my name has been on every game that we shipped over my tenure here . . . well, there are a couple to be less proud of . . . but they are far overshadowed by the ones that grabbed the rest of the industry by the neck and shouted, “TOP THIS IF YOU CAN!” when we knew they could only whimper in acknowledgement.91

	 

	David Ladyman

	 

	Origin was a special place to work for many reasons. We were always trying to do something new or unexpected. I really believe the expression “We Create Worlds” was more than just a slogan for us; we did what we could with the limited resources we had to make our games feel like lived in worlds. When I talk about my role in developing the Ultima games, I often bring up details that bring the world to life, like the raindrops hitting the ground, or the Gargoyle language.

	It was great to be a part of a creative and talented team working on a game together. And it was more than just working together; we'd often get together after work or on weekends for sessions of role-playing games or board games. I even learned how to do origami. 

	So those are the things I like to remember when I think about my time at Origin.

	 

	Herman Miller

	 

	Origin gave me my break into the professional games industry. It was not always the ideal place – sometimes overly chaotic, and the hours could be brutally long. But it also had just a level of creativity about it, a sense of possibility for what games could be. I am not sure that Ultima Online could have happened anywhere else in quite the way that it did. Many of the friends and colleagues from then are still my close friends and colleagues today, twenty years later. We joke sometimes about having gone through “Origin University.” I wouldn’t trade it for anything.

	 

	Raph Koster

	 

	It is hard to believe that 30 years have passed since the release of OMEGA. Suffice it to say, much has transpired since, but rarely does a day pass that I do not think about my days at Origin. Each day, I enter my office and still gaze upon the copies of OMEGA aligned on my bookshelf. I proudly stare at the original T.A.N.C. cover artwork, painted before the name was changed to OMEGA, hanging on my wall. (Thank you, Robert!)

	Many memories have faded over the course of time, but my correspondence with Andrea and reading Through the Moongate, Part 1 transported me back to the ‘80s giving me a cherished opportunity to reminisce and relive a most special, treasured time in my life. I think back to the all-nighters writing code, Richard’s Halloween parties and spelunking. Spelunking? “Yeah, we’re meeting at the cave at midnight. Wear clothes you want to throw away afterwards.” I am still not sure how Richard talked me into that one.

	Origin was relatively small at the time of my arrival, and the environment was every bit social as it was creative – or at least that is how I remember it. We assisted each other creatively, improving elements in each other’s games. It is, quite frankly, the camaraderie I remember most about my time at Origin. I do not believe OMEGA could have been developed in any other environment, and to that I am thankful to Richard and Origin.

	 

	Stuart Marks

	 

	Origin Systems, for me, was an awakening. My time spent there was an understanding that, finally, there were folks who saw my creativity in art and writing as something more than mere cute pastimes and fun hobbies. These were skills to apply to amazing and imaginative endeavors, using tools that I had only dreamed of back in 1987, while taking some commercial art courses at a junior college fresh out of high-school. I'd heard about some amazing new 3-D rendering programs just barely being taught through courses at either ACC or UT at the time, and I yearned to move to Austin so that I could journey bravely from natural art media into the daring new world of computer art and game design. I'd heard of Richard Garriott by then of course, although I grew to know him primarily because of my involvement in the SCA, with the particularly amazing and creative parties he would throw, and with the chance to help out in the incomparable Britannia Manor Spook House events he held every two years. This was around the time I first started interviewing at Origin as a hopeful artist. I was one of the last art interns ever hired at Origin, and as nervous as I was back then I still remember it feeling like “coming home.” The level of artistry and creativity that surrounded me was both glorious and intimidating. It was the kind of rewarding and challenging environment that allowed me to finally blossom as a person that could take my imagination and transform it into something magical for a huge audience to enjoy! During the following 25 years of continuing to work in the industry nothing compares to the warm family of amazing folks I got to interact with at Origin, especially Richard, who I have continued to work with off and on over the last two and a half decades... It is forever pleasing for me to see the reverberations of this work and passion carry forward in the hands of the fine folks who continue to carry this creative torch to this very day.

	 

	Robert Scott Jones

	 

	The 1980s was a tough time to make computer games for a living. There were a lot less gamers, a lot less people with computers at all, and hit games made orders of magnitude less money than they did today. Among the few people with early hits that could enable them to live comfortably off their earnings, there was often a tendency to hold onto most of their profits, thinking maybe they'd just been lucky a few times, and it might not last. Very few were comfortable with investing much of their windfall into promising new young talent, to try and grow even bigger and more successful. When I first started, most computer game publishers didn't have any in-house salaried development staff at all. They waited for freelancers to send them a game they'd sweated to create on their own, that was mostly or entirely complete. Most wouldn't provide advances against royalties to enable freelancers to support themselves while making a game, either.

	 

	I started in the industry in 1982. By the time I joined Origin full-time in 1986 (after a brief attempt to join in 1983 that hadn't worked out), I was well aware that most of the companies in the young industry sucked to work with–perhaps with a few rare exceptions like Broderbund. My mission at the time was sort of to “find the company that sucked the least, and work there.” I became one of many ex-employees of Penguin Software, there were so many of us there that people joked at Origin about “The Penguin Mafia.”

	 

	Origin certainly fit with my goal of finding the best game company doing the best work out there at the time. That's why in a career where I went a long time without staying with any one company much longer than a year, I stayed at Origin for five years. I've only worked long-term with two other companies since, and neither of them has hit that five year mark yet (save for the one I founded and own, which kinda doesn't count).

	 

	I had a vision in the early 80s that someday the art and writing and music in our games would be made by professional artists and writers and musicians, rather than by us game designer/programmers amateurishly putting something in there. While I didn't get to become “the guy who initiated that” in the industry, I got to be at the company that led the way in that innovation, perhaps more than any other at the time. I got to stretch my skills in every aspect of game development, and work with a bunch of brilliant, hardworking, dedicated, inspired people. Some of whom are still good friends of mine and even creative collaborators decades later. Even my best friend and business partner, Manda. Had I not met her at Origin, and left with her to become the first people to quit Origin and start a new game company, before it became a fad–then there would BE no Furcadia, the greatest work of my career to date. I also used some design ideas I started developing in Ultima: Runes of Virtue to form the initial basis for the whole “DragonSpeak” system in that game. I got help from Ken debugging Commodore 64 ROM bugs with an oscilloscope, from Robert in working out how to track down and eradicate all copies of a floppy disk boot sector virus from an entire company before it could get onto any product masters. I got to do professional writing with Warren Spector as my editor.

	 

	And while I never got to earn royalties on a product, only designed one original game (and a few unmade pitches) in five years, and didn't walk away with much money at all... I still have to say, that part of the first 15 years of my career was still in many ways the best. The company’s relentless focus on quality, the energy and excitement of the work environment, and the amount a motivated person could accomplish was fantastic. And they'd usually give you the chance to learn and expand your potential, if you wanted to try and take on some challenge. Having the word “Ultima” on a resume' did help open some doors more easily in the future, as well. It was a really fun group of people as well–working at Richard's spookhouses is to this day one of the most fun things I've ever done.

	 

	In the end, after I gave notice, I have to say one of the greatest rewards and compliments I ever received in my career was the series of wonderful people who stopped by my office over the next couple of days, saying “If you're ever at or starting another company, and you need someone like me there, please give me a shout.” As was the one time, while working on Ultima VI, Richard followed a compliment to the work I'd been doing with a thoughtful pause, and then the comment “You really should be making your own games.”

	 

	In the years since I left there, I've done that plenty of times, and I'm happy to be able to say I've made big hits in half a dozen different game genres. Most of which, unfortunately, are still making other people rich rather than myself. Sometime soon I'm going to fix that, I swear. Looking back though, I have to say Origin provided me with one of the environments where I learned the most, made my 2nd favorite and 3rd favorite games I ever worked on (sorry, Richard, Furcadia’s still my #1! Runes of Virtue and Ultima 6 are 2nd and 3rd tho), and got to work with more of the greatest people I've gotten to work with than at any other single game company, ever.

	 

	And I have many of my best memories of fun times with my coworkers/friends, in and out of the workplace, than most companies could ever hope to mention.

	 

	I also have to say, with all the many companies I've worked with, and over 50 published games I've worked on, it's only the Ultima fans and Furcadia fans that share so much back with the creators of their favorite game. From social media discussions, to fan letters written in Runic, and live get-togethers in costume where we could hang out with them and share stories. In the end, that continuing wonderful interaction with so many more delightful people, which continues for me to this day, may be one of the greatest rewards of all that I've received from my time at Origin.

	 

	Dr. Cat

	 

	I am profoundly grateful that Warren, Richard, and Dallas hired me. My time at Origin Systems was surrounded with the most dedicated and intelligent people–everyone throughout the company wanted to see those worlds come to life, and we did just that. Never since have I felt the same kind of awe from gaming fans about the products I worked on, but then again it is hard to follow the Ultima series. Origin launched so many other companies and careers, mine was just one of many hundreds, some of them continue to transform the games industry today. I think if I were to go back and talk to a younger me, I would have said something like, “try to understand what you really have here–and appreciate it–it isn't perfect, but then again, nothing really is.”

	 

	Mike McShaffry

	 

	Origin was one of the first computer game studios that I became aware of.  Before that were some of the early console studios like Atari and Activision but by the time I started thinking about making games of my own the consoles had faded away and computers were on the rise. I first knew about Origin from going over to a friend’s house to watch him play the first Ultima on his Apple II. Some games you play and the studio doesn’t stick in your mind or there are times where the publishers would almost hide who made a game to keep their own brand strong. If you had any interest in Ultima though it would be pretty hard not to know. With Lord British being a character in the game and then reading about Richard being Lord British in interviews and trade shows that’s going to get your attention. I remember when I picked up Autoduel for my Amiga 2000 and seeing it was by Origin I remember thinking, “Oh, cool!”  Still, I never thought I’d work there. 

	 

	When I was in college I took what classes that I thought might help me make games but it was mostly theory for AI with coding done in LISP and Prolog and the graphics classes were mainly learning vector math. Computer game development wasn’t even on the radar as a career path and any books were pretty simple and usually at the level of “how to make a text adventure.” I had no clue about how to get a job in the industry but had gotten a job where I went to college doing database programming. I had been working on a Masters degree when Life took some unexpected turns so I was at a bit of a crossroads with what I wanted to do when a friend pointed out that MicroProse was hiring. I applied, interviewed, was hired at the end of the interview and suddenly I’m in the game industry. I had expected to stay there for as long as they wanted me but then times changed, management changed and morale took a dive.  Then Andy Hollis contacted some of us about starting up a satellite studio for Origin. If it had been another studio I don’t think I would have been as interested but Origin I respected. Origin had also created games that I loved. They still wanted to create good games and do things right. I went from being very frustrated to very excited and also feeling very lucky. Not only was I going to get to work on the sort of stuff I love for a company that I had great fondness for but I wasn’t even going to have to move. Of course our Origin experience was different than that of people at the main studio in Austin. Emails and teleconferencing kept us in touch with them and Andy, Terrance and a few others would sometimes fly up to see us so that helped us feel more a part of things. I feel very fortunate that Richard came out to visit us a few times and that I had an opportunity to visit the main studio in Austin. I’ve wondered what would happen if I bumped into someone who worked down at Austin that I didn’t know. They would have seen the history down there directly but I’d like to think they’d see us like a younger sibling. We might have been more in the background but we were part of the family.  I am proud that I got to be a part of Origin Systems and that we successfully followed the motto of, “We Create Worlds.”

	 

	Scott Elson

	 

	Looking back, the thing that always strikes me about that time at Origin is how much passion we all had for the product. Nobody was really there to make money. Sure, it was a business, but Richard was often covering payroll out of his own pocket, and there were lots of things Chris could have done for a living. Ultima blew big chunks of its profit margin on cloth maps and in-box trinkets, while Wing Commander blew hundreds of thousands of dollars on floppy disks full of art, neither of which were sound business choices. I myself was making a mere $12 an hour...and that was not much more money back then than it would be today. We were all smart and talented as hell, and nothing any of us earned, from the office manager and the shipping department all the way up to the CEO, made up for the stress of deadlines and the 90-hour weeks we all worked.

	No, we weren't there to get rich. We were there because we had to be, because the dream pulled us so strongly. One of my most favorite movies of all time is The Muppet Movie, which closes with a song called “The Magic Store”:

	 

	You're close to your dream

	Then somebody out there loves you

	Stands up and hollers for more

	You found a home at the Magic Store

	 

	It was really like that. We burned to do something great, to make games unlike anything the world had seen before–and then we did it. What we saw in our minds we really did figure out how to put onto those slow, feeble machines, and people loved us for it. I’m a far better programmer now than I was then, and someday I might even work on a more successful game than Wing Commander II, but I will never again have that same experience of making my imagination reality in a way that connected with so many people. That experience baked a love of game development into me that I'll just never shake–no matter how many times I drift away from the industry, I always come back. I always will come back.

	The experience stuck with me always, and so did the lessons. From Richard I learned how to dream. From Chris I learned to reach for the stars. From Warren I learned leadership. From Jeff George I learned craftsmanship. From Aaron Allston I learned professionalism. From everyone in that pressure cooker that was Origin, I learned grace under fire, how to keep high spirits and high passion no matter how tough the road gets.

	It’s sad that it ended, but like all great stories the story of Origin itself had to end in order for it to have a meaning. All of us at Origin experienced the thrills, learned the lessons, and then went on our ways once the curtain came down. We set out to create worlds, and in succeeding we changed this one. That’s a pretty great way to begin a career I think.

	 

	Siobhan Beeman

	 

	Origin was my first steady job out of College and my first job in the games industry. It is where I chose my lifelong career in games and technology. Everything about that experience was special to me. I made lifelong friends and colleagues there. We helped shape industry trends and set world records. There has been nothing like it for me since.

	 

	Starr Long

	 

	I met Richard Garriott in the very early days of Sierra. It was the early ‘80s and I was showing Sierra’s latest games at a tradeshow in San Francisco.

	Even though Sierra was really nothing more than a few renegade kids living in the mountains and making games, I was fancied up in a suit trying to give the impression that Sierra was a “real company.” Meanwhile, Richard was at the show outfitted as a medieval knight wandering the halls, looking for a publisher for his games.

	I knew that Richard was special from the moment we first met. I never had a doubt that his products would be hits.  He was skilled as an engineer, he was a game designer, he was a “gamer,” AND he had business skills. He was a tough negotiator with much of the negotiation revolving around his desire that the presentation of his games would be amazing. He wanted nothing but the best for anyone playing his games. I respected that he wasn’t just interested in his royalties. Steve Jobs gets credit for stepping up the quality of packaging Apple’s products, but really it was Richard Garriott and Sierra who first pioneered the idea of overwhelming the customer with a beautifully packaged product. The Ultima ][ packaging and supporting materials were a work of art. Paired with Richard’s royalty, I remember that we sold a lot of copies, but didn’t make a lot of money. It was fine though. Ultima was the kind of product that would put a company on the map.

	I’ve read comments on the Internet that Richard and I feuded. It’s not impossible, but I certainly don’t remember anything like that. If anything, I remember Richard as someone who could build great product and who I wanted more than anything to have a long-term relationship with. I think that to the extent there were any problems in the relationship it was simply that Richard’s goals and mine were in opposition. I wanted to own all of Sierra’s trademarks and copyrights. As Sierra succeeded, I came to believe that Sierra’s future was in creating brands and then leveraging those brands. Richard was smart enough that he knew better than to let me have ownership of the Ultima brand. Richard and I each understood that we were in a branding business. It wasn’t that we disagreed with each other. Rather, it was that we each wanted the same thing, and neither was willing to let it go, at any price.

	By not yielding ownership of Ultima to Sierra, Richard was in an excellent position when it came to negotiating with me on contracts. I remember telling people at the time, not just with respect to Richard, but as a general Sierra policy, “I never want to win a bidding war.” Richard was looking out for Richard, as he should, and, I needed to do the same for Sierra. I wanted a relationship in which each of Richard and Sierra could profitably make games, and Richard wanted the best deal he could get for himself and his products.

	All of that said, I do not believe that any tenseness between Richard and myself, or contractual issues, were what caused Richard to part company with Sierra.

	It was really much simpler than that...

	In the mid ‘80s Sierra nearly went bankrupt. We made some bad business decisions, building videogame cartridges that we couldn’t sell. Roberta and I were keeping the company alive via loans against our home and maxing out our credit cards. Most employees were laid off. Things had gone so horribly wrong that we couldn’t even offer anyone severance pay. They were just sent home. All vendors, Richard included, had to be put on payment plans. There was simply no cash with which to pay anyone. We made payments where we could, but all vendor relationships had to be renegotiated and payment plans worked out. I don’t specifically remember what we worked out with Richard, but the fact that he decided to say goodbye to Sierra and create his own company tells the story.

	I stayed in touch with Richard, and we shared a common belief that online gaming was the future. Richard would talk to me about his interest in developing a multi-player version of Ultima that he was calling Multima. I badly wanted Sierra to be the publisher and aggressively pitched Richard on us working together once more. We never came close to a deal though, because of a combination of intellectual property ownership issues and money issues. Sierra was working on our own system to produce online games and I wanted Richard to use our system. Richard wanted to build his own system and was asking for large cash advances on royalties from Sierra to fund its development. We never were able to arrive at a deal that would work for both of us and Sierra went on to do our own online multiplayer RPG, called The Realm.

	Both Richard and Sierra were on the bleeding edge of technology, where even if you win, you lose. It was the pre-internet days and there was no such thing as unlimited bandwidth. Customers loved online games but there was no cost effective way to provide them. Sierra lost a huge amount of money on our efforts, and I’m not sure how Richard did, or even if he “did.”

	Looking back on it, I now see how important Sierra’s and Richard’s relationship was. We each played a role in launching each other’s companies into the stratosphere. Richard was, and is, one of the most talented people I’ve ever met, and all of his success is well earned. I wish him well and am disappointed that we let him slip away.

	 

	Ken Williams

	 

	Camelot. Origin from its foundation in 1983 through its acquisition by electronic arts in 1992, Origin was truly the Camelot of computer game development houses.

	 

	A key factor in bringing this into being was the unique interplay between its two principal founders. The company was started by brothers Richard & Robert Garriott. Richard had already been developing and publishing computer games through companies like California Pacific and Sierra Online. His Alakabeth, Ultima and Ultima II were already best-selling games and set the early standards for computer RPG games. At that same time, Richard’s brother Robert, was gathering multiple degrees in business and electrical engineering from Rice, Stanford and MIT, while taking jobs building the first ever 64k dynamic RAM chips and at venture capital firms studying investments in early computer gaming companies. Thus, after both of Richard’s first publishers quit paying the royalties they owed him, the brother’s formed Origin Systems on the simple principle of fairness to developers. Robert famously told Richard, “We may not succeed, but I can guarantee you, you will get paid for the games we sell.”

	 

	When Richard moved the development offices to Austin in about 1988, it became the only developer / publisher in the entire central United States. Developers flocked to the growing company, and a second key moment occurred. Developers at that time, including Richard, were paid via royalties on the sale of their games. When developers such as Chris Roberts of Wing Commander fame, approached Origin, they asked to see Richard’s Royalty contract, not wanting to get short changed in contrast with one of the founders. Thus Richard’s personal contract became the baseline for all other developers who might like to work at Origin. This made Origin, by far, the most favorable place for a developer to work in the early industry. An example of how this would play out, was with royalties on international sales. As an example, a domestic sale might see 1/3 of the revenue spent on cost of goods, 1/3 on royalties for the developer and the remaining 1/3 would go to the publisher. For overseas sales, companies would just receive a royalty payment from the overseas licensor. Robert would argue that other companies all still paid the 1/3 royalty to the developer and keep the 2/3. Richard would argue that the licensor had already spent the cost of goods in their own county and so a 50/50 split of the revenues was more fair. Robert would counter “fair” is in the eye of the negotiator and that if we paid more than industry norms, it would hurt the company needlessly. Richard would say, “Understood, let’s split licensed revenue 50/50!”

	 

	This deeply held fairness and equality doctrine ran through every aspect of the company. Open door policies of senior management, a meritocracy that worked to promote even green young talent, in addition to the deep but simple business fairness solidified the “Round Table of Camelot” feeling of all in this together.

	 

	Robert (who Richard would criticize for his lack of creativity), came up with the brilliant (and creative) by-line for Origin “We Create Worlds!” This idea summed up the journey every developer and the company strove to do together, to build something well beyond “just a game,” to be much more than “just a company.”

	 

	This worked well for about a decade. But then, retail sales began to be shaped by only the top 3 or 4 companies, who had enough product flow to buy ALL the linear shelf space at retail, and block smaller companies products from even being seen on store shelves. Origin was always in the top 10 of publishers, but usually around number 10. This fact of the evolution of retail was the ultimate demise of Origin. Origin HAD to become a top 3 company. We searched through a variety of solutions, from joining an existing top 3 company or banding together with others.

	 

	Once Origin became a “satellite” of Electronic Arts, Camelot faded. Robert moved briefly on to uninspiring EA middle management before retiring. A parade of C grade middle managers from EA were sent over, and only lasted about a year each, and each changed the course of Origin and its products in their own (wrong-headed) way. The developers strove to “Create Worlds,” but the EA 

	“machine” and the encouraged EA “wolf pack” mentality of fight for your piece of budget by putting down other cubs in the pack, took its toll quickly. Beyond destroying the vision, budget cuts and staffing cuts followed. Soon, Origin, and the great worlds that Origin would create, ended… only the final hard fought through this period Ultima Online, remains actively supported as a lasting memory of what once was. Origin is now as much a legend as a reality to many. But, I was there, I know it was real. Someday, I hope someone pulls a sword from a stone, rises up to claim once again, the throne of the Camelot, that was the greatest computer gaming empire…Origin!

	 

	Lord British

	 

	Wasn’t introduced to Ultima VI and Wing Commander I as a little kid. Too little to understand what was going on in them, other than a world to do stuff and a space shooter game, that didn’t change as I grew and played more, Ultima 7, 8, Savage Empire, and Underworld I, Wing Commander II, and Privateer, and watched Wing Commander Academy: The Animated Series I started to understand when, in my teens, I read the Prima strategy guides, that had novelizations of them, Ultima 4-6, 7 and Underworld, Wing Commander 1-2.

	They were fascinating, and shined a light to me on the impressive worlds that Origin had built.

	Been fascinated ever since. Mainly the immense focus that Origin took in making lots of intricate depth in character, features, and story with limited computing ability. The creation and implementation of the Britannian Virtues, and their Principles, things that I see as vital to doing actual Good, and why the corruption of them is so horrid. Have even tried a bit to incorporate them into how I view things. I think just about everybody would be better off taking a serious look at them and those base Principles are involved in decisions and their consequences. Pretty sad at how the company got buried due to lack of savvy in finagling business regulations.

	Was extremely excited when Garriot’s Kickstarter for his Shroud game came out, and gladly backed it. And now I’m rambling with mangled comments…

	 

	Josher

	 

	When I think of Origin, I think of hardware pushing games that defined state of the art throughout the 1990s. Games that I aspired to play on a computer I couldn’t possibly afford, waging a technological war of catch-up. This never put me off for a minute.

	I fully immersed myself in every one of Origin’s worlds, my imagination filling in the missing textures and frames. Origin pushed what was possible without ever making the games about the technology itself. Theirs were the original AAA titles, created with ambition, imagination and soul. This was what made them special to me.

	I would go back to these games with each new upgrade, enjoying them all over again. They defined a large part of my formative years. Now decades later, they transport me back to that earlier, simpler time. Their worlds still live on for me and a generation of PC gamers.

	 

	Richard “Pix” Pickles

	 

	Ultima was an enormous part of my childhood. When I was very young, I would watch my dad play the games, and I started playing the earliest I could. My first game was Ultima 7, and I adored the rich colors and the vast world and lore I could explore. I'm not much of a morning person, but I would get up a little early just to squeeze in some Ultima 7 before walking to elementary school. Oh, the memories! I miss the dog that I could summon from anywhere in Britannia, and the magic carpet, and having a wagon full of my dependable companions, and the Dream Swamp! And having a manual available for reference for translation and lore. :)

	I was obsessed with the runic alphabet and I learned it quickly. I would write all kinds of notes for myself in the Britannian runes, and when I got the Gargish alphabet and language, I picked that up, too. I made my own English-Gargish dictionary headed with some rather tantalizing Word Art, if I do say so myself! Now I'm 30 and I don't remember all of the runic symbols by heart, but a few years ago my knowledge of runes came up in a Target years ago, in the Halloween section. I was there with a friend and we saw a toy sword with a few runes on it. I pointed to it and told my friend “Oh! It reads ‘Death’!” He was astonished that I could read it. It was a truly proud nerd moment for me.

	The virtues really meant a lot to me, and it was in Ultima 9: Ascension that I really got to know them. Ultima 9 was my first 3D game, and despite its flaws, I loved it dearly. It was so flexible in ways I had never known were possible in games - I could stack whatever was in my pack and access areas otherwise out of reach, I could go anywhere in the world whenever I wanted, the world was rich and full of so much story and wonder, and the music was enchanting! “Stones” will always have a special place in my heart. And oh, the gorgeous tarot cards that came with the game, and that beautiful box it all came in, and the cloth maps! Oh, the cloth maps! A lot of games these days don't come with materials like that anymore, and I have always appreciated the world building that went into this series. Ultima fills my heart.

	 

	Crystal Carpenter

	 

	The Ultima saga literally accompanied my childhood: I still remember very well today, after almost 30 years, the excitement of every single adventure played, including the spin-offs of World of Ultima (I still jealously keep all the original boxes). Each game brightened moments of life with unique sensations, courage and responsibility to save a kingdom in Ultima VI, the incredible and martian scenario, always on the edge of reality (and dreams!), of Martian Dreams and the appetite for discovery and adventure seeking in Savage Empire, just to name a few; when I see a screenshot, memories and feelings immediately resurface, awesome!

	The very first experience was through an unfortunate purchase inside an advertisement: my first Ultima, the sixth, arrived in an envelope with diskettes and a poorly photocopied manual; I was at my first PC experience and I could not understand anything because there was no map and everything was hard to read. Then a friend of mine enlightened me: look, they sold you a pirated copy! So I asked for the original version as the next birthday present: a whole different experience! The original fabric map, color manuals, the orb of the moons...there my adventure really began!

	The second memory that I would like to share concerns Savage Empire: I still have in mind, and will never abandon me, the thirst for knowledge and discovery as well as that slight fear that one has when exploring that new, unknown, immense and extra-terrestrial place represented by the ruins of Kotl. I assure you, and I should still have it somewhere, that I drew on several sheets of graph paper, then joined with tape, the whole map of the ruins and either because, inexperienced, I used an exaggerated scale, or just because they were really infinite, it came out a mega square sheet of at least two meters on each side!

	 

	Fabrizio Cappelletti
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Appendix

	Wing Commander II: a Tale of a Trailer

	 

	“Chris owned a white Porsche 944. In the summer, it was becoming clear to us in the studio how strong a game Wing Commander was, though that hadn't translated into preorders yet. At a party–maybe Richard's yearly birthday party on the 4th–everyone was loosened up by a few beers. Chris promised Marten [Davis, head of Marketing] something, I think a dinner at one of Austin’s fanciest restaurants, if Marten could sell 50,000 copies of Wing Commander. Marten jokingly said, ‘Done! Now what will you give me if I sell 250,000?’ In the same spirit Chris replied ‘Marten, if you sell a quarter million copies of Wing Commander, I'll give you my Porsche.’ Well, Wing Commander did sell that many units. Everyone knew the ‘bet’ was a joke, and Marten certainly did very well in bonuses that year regardless. At the company Christmas party, however, Chris came out on stage and grandly presented Marten with a brand new white Porsche 944... remote-controlled toy car. ;)”

	 

	Siobhan Beeman

	 

	“In 1991, with no new mainline Ultima game appearing and with the Worlds of Ultima spin-offs having flopped, the Wing Commander product line alone accounted for an astonishing 90 percent of Origin’s total revenue.”

	 

	Jimmy Maher, The Digital Antiquarian, Wing Commander II

	 

	Chris Roberts’ extraordinary blitting engine, built to rotate and scale sprites, had potential well beyond Wing Commander. Defined by John Miles as “15KLOC of x86 assembly, all hand-written by Chris Roberts, just an insane feat of mental endurance,” the technology had everyone at Origin wondering what they could do with it. The first answer was the FX Engine, which allowed the animated introduction to Savage Empire made from Daniel Bourbonnais' artwork.

	But more could have been done. 

	“Since disk space was so precious,” Manda explains, “‘spot animations’ were the norm anyways. Animating was done by creating alternate versions of little patches of the main picture.”

	Roberts’ code, combined with Miles’ libraries, solved two of the biggest problems that programmers and graphic designers had been struggling with up to that moment: it was efficient both in terms of computational power and the memory it required on disk to store the data needed for the animations. In addition to the side-scrolling Savage Empire intro, the code could do more, leading to the realization of genuine animated sequences. Genuine in that they would not be like the intermission screens of Wing Commander in which the background was static excepting a few details to give the illusion of action.

	Siobhan Beeman, former programmer and designer for Wing Commander, recalls, “One of the key innovations of WC1 was Chris’ high-performance sprite blitting code. This was what made the pseudo-3D space combat work, but it was the same code that also ran the animated cutscenes. These scenes were the part of the game reviewers noted most, and we knew we had hit technology on our hands. We wanted to reuse this tech[…]”

	Before CD-ROMs solved the space problem and before PCs gained enough computing power with new CPUs and dedicated video cards, Roberts’ blitting engine was Origin’s secret weapon for a handful of seasons. For the moment, the company found itself with a tool that provided great opportunities. It was just a matter of leveraging them properly.

	Many folks at Origin were confident Wing Commander would be a success. The programmers who worked on it thought so as did the director of marketing and, by this time, so did Chris Roberts himself. Indicators up to this point were both positive and encouraging. Those in the public audience who had tried the game were enthusiastic and pre-orders reached a figure that, until then, had been exclusive to games in the Ultima series.

	The first month after launch was greeted with enthusiasm at Origin but the next few months were met with nigh disbelief. OSI had so-far been synonymous with role-playing games, with quality products that were appreciated but never wildly popular in the sense that they were games well aimed at a limited audience. Wing Commander was a game that appealed to everyone: from science fiction fans to action game fans, from simulator players to casual gamers. The notion that everyone wanted Wing Commander was evident from the sales statistics: in just one month, it was selling like the best Ultima.

	At this point, Roberts wondered if he could further capitalize on the game’s success by offering additional missions in the form of a paid expansion. The idea wasn't entirely novel. Roberts recounted that he came up with it when thinking about Dungeons and Dragons modules, but in truth, this strategy was as old as the video games industry itself. Temple of Apshai by Automated Simulations proposed this model several years earlier. Since then, the video games market made great strides and became a $24 billion-plus industry (at 2020 adjusted value).

	The expansion disk experiment was thus undertaken with a certain cautious optimism. The first expansion contained missions there were not connected via a branching story like the base game and initially was sold only by direct mail order. The amount of orders, however, pushed the company to a quick change of course. They started selling boxed versions directly via large and small distributors and began a second expansion, this time containing not only missions, but also some vehicles that had been designed during the development of Wing Commander, but, for reasons of time and budget, had not found their way to publication.

	Wing Commander’s success marked a rapid transformation for the company. Roberts, who was up to that point a contract freelancer, was promoted to executive producer. He was given the green light on two projects at the same time. The first was the immediate sequel to Wing Commander while the second was an even more ambitious game intended to create a new intellectual property for Origin to work alongside the Ultima and Wing Commander brands: Strike Commander.

	This was no small choice. Despite Wing Commander’s success, the company’s resources were stretched to the limit and the staff, pushed nearly to the breaking point, had been divided to carry out an unprecedented number of projects concurrently. Many of these projects were quite ambitious, including Ultima VII, Savage Empire, Strike Commander, and Wing Commander II. Soon would come Martian Dreams and Runes of Virtue in addition to the fact that the company was supporting the external development of Ultima Underworld.

	Roberts had big plans for Strike Commander. Wing Commander II reused the previous chapter’s engine, albeit suitably modified and improved. However, Roberts wanted to create a new graphics engine from scratch for the newer Strike Commander, assuming he could then reuse it for the future third chapter of the Wing Commander series. From the beginning, Roberts devoted himself more to his new project than to Wing Commander II, whose direction was entrusted to Siobhan Beeman. Beeman, at the time, was fully committed to Savage Empire in the simultaneous roles of director, programmer, and world builder. The development of the first of Ultima VI’s two spin-offs happened rather quickly as Origin’s priorities had changed radically and the shortage of personnel, in the face of increasingly numerous and ambitious projects, had taken a high toll on staff.

	“It was the first of my stretches of serious crunch time at Origin,” Beeman recalls. “So I don’t remember much of anything from that time. I was working 90 hour weeks, washing NoDoz (caffeine tablets) down with cans of Coke, curling up beneath my desk at 4:00 a.m. when I just couldn’t continue. Probably just as well, because there’s no way I’d have been safe on the roads to drive home.”

	It was the first glimpse at what would become an unfortunate norm at Origin: devastating crunch time needed to release a game in the perfect launch window. 

	When Savage Empire was ready for release, Beeman finally returned home and “slept for two weeks.” In the meantime, Origin’s organizational machinery had been set in motion. Beeman, having regained the energy to return to work, was called into the office to become the director of Wing Commander II. 

	At that stage, however, there wasn’t much to do as there was a lack of available staff as they were all on other projects. Thus Siobhan found herself almost completely alone, helped only by a new recruit from Origin, Ellen Beeman, known at the time as Ellen Guon.

	“I joined Origin Systems Inc. in 1990,” Ellen describes, “just as the team was finishing up Wing Commander 1. I was encouraged to apply by my good friend Jeff ‘Johann’ Johannigman, who was working there at that time. I was initially hired as a writer, based on my television and fiction writing experience, but after about six weeks and working on Wing Commander: Secret Missions, I was promoted to a project director.”

	Jeff Johannigman continues, “I also take full responsibility for introducing [Siobhan] and Ellen. I had known Ellen for several years, and recruited her to move to Austin to work for Origin. So, even though their lives have now diverged, I am glad that [Siobhan] and Ellen shared the years they did.”

	At this stage of development, in addition to Siobhan and Ellen, there was Chris Roberts, who was involved primarily with the plot. 

	“The first step was to set the overall plot,” Beeman explains, “a one-page spec describing the general course of the campaign. That spec set the opening premise: an attack from previously-unimagined stealth fighters makes it look like Bluehair let a strike wing slip past his position, causing his disgrace and ouster from the service.”

	The similarity of the stealth fighters to the fearsome Klingons of Star Trek with their cloaking devices is quite obvious. Beeman, after all, was a science fiction buff.

	Ellen remembers, “Star Trek definitely figured in as well for the Kilrathi stealth fighters, and other story elements.”

	Yet, the choice to center a plot around this new technology falling into the hands of the established enemy, the Kilrathi, had another, more subtle, explanation. Siobhan explains:

	“In terms of technology, the WC1 graphics engine had a feature we hadn't taken advantage of, the ability to ramp the brightness of a sprite up to white or down to black. We didn't have alpha blending or transparency, but against the backdrop of space, a fully-blacked-out ship sprite looked like it was cloaked. Furthermore, since the background color of space in Wing Commander is dark blue (pretty sure it was R0G0B3), a pure-black sprite actually stands out just slightly, making it extremely difficult but not completely impossible to see. This was clearly something worth exploring as a new game mechanic. Stealth fighter technology was bleeding-edge in the late ‘80s–the stuff of credible rumors but shrouded in secrecy and conjecture. That, plus the fact that I was a hard-core Trekkie, made for a short leap to giving the Kilrathi stealth fighters.”

	Having decided to use an untapped element of Roberts’ graphics engine as a key plot point, an intriguing story was now required to tie the various fights together and integrate it into the game.

	“Chris, Stephen, and I knew we wanted to do a more dramatic, intense storyline.” Ellen explains, “Star Wars was a big influence, and the Hero’s Journey style of storytelling. We knew we would have room for a lot of subplots, but also one big story arc.”

	Already in its first draft, the design document was closely influenced by the potential of Robert's graphics engine. By this time, Siobhan had exploited the technology completely, leveraging not only the 3D combat and the kluge of stealth fighters, but, above all, enhancing one of the aspects that had most impressed the public: the narrative side of the game, which was shown to the players via the cutscenes.

	In truth, the previous chapter had only a sketchy storyline. Much of the energy spent by the designers and writers was used to create the narrative branching tree which allowed the player to influence the plot and which battles were fought via their performance. Much of this effort went to waste, however, as many players, faced with a battle that ended badly, preferred to reload and try again than to explore the narrative consequences of a defeat.

	The goal of creating a more complex and ambitious story with a central narrative role was mutually exclusive, for reasons of time and budget, with the branching approach of the first episode. Even before the green light was given, coupled with an incredibly short deadline of nine months, it was clear that in order to have a more structured plot, sacrifices had to be made.

	While the basic plot points, such as the scene after the court martial and Spirit's death, were decided almost from the beginning, many other things were still to be defined. Unfortunately, the team’s experience creating other games wasn't all that helpful in making some of the more complex decisions. In particular, when the three agreed that the second chapter would begin with the degradation of the protagonist, the choice was made in order to provide players (likely veterans of the previous episode) an adequate stimulus to face the challenge of the game. Again, Siobhan Beeman:

	“As for why Bluehair had to be court-martialed, that was [a] game necessity. We felt like Bluehair’s progression in the first WC, his climb up the leaderboard and the table of ranks, was an important emotional hook for a lot of players. These days we have a lot of ludological theory to explain what’s appealing about that kind of progression and what sort of players are motivated by it. Back then we had absolutely none of that intellectual framework, and were just stumbling around in the dark! But we knew everyone loves the movie Rocky, a comeback and redemption story. So the quickest and easiest way to enable a new rise-through-the-ranks story was to first knock Bluehair back down.”

	In working out key elements of the story, the three decided to involve the players. Not wanting to directly poll the fan, however, Ellen allowed herself time to figure out what the players’ opinions were about the first chapter and expectations for the sequel. She explains, “I spent a lot of time incognito on player forums[…]I was going into other forums, I believe some personal BBS’s hosted by fans, and I think also in CompuServe. I wanted to hear what the players were saying to each other, not to the company, so I don’t think I ever actually used an Origin BBS. The Angel storyline was the major one that I came up with based on that research, but there were other observations, such as which of the characters the players liked and trusted.”

	It was at that very moment that the developers realized that players had filled the spaces in Wing Commander's plot with their own desires, even going so far as to imagine a love story that never actually existed.

	“I learned that a lot of players thought of Angel as a romantic interest character,” Ellen continues, “and even thought she had been flirting with the player in WC1! (She wasn't...I carefully went through all that scripted code to be sure.) But we decided to introduce that, and the concept of a traitor for the villain.”

	While the initial development document was being drafted, Siobhan allowed herself time to reflect on the world of Wing Commander. Being passionate about science fiction, she jumped at the chance to add details and expand a world that was perhaps about to become as important as Ultima. Siobhan recalls:

	“I think the initial idea for FTL travel in WC–‘jump lanes’ between fixed points in star systems–was Jeff George's invention. Once again this was game design driving story decisions: Having a fixed point in space as an objective, whether to surround and claim or make a desperate run to reach, opened up a world of mission design possibilities. A big challenge in space games is putting any kind of ‘terrain’ onto the battlefield to make maneuver and speed more interesting and important. Without some sort of fixed point, the faster ship will pretty much always have an insurmountable advantage. What I brought to the Wing Commander universe was a long history as a fan of ‘hard SF,’ and a background as a physics and astronomy major in college. I wrote up some background material for WC2 that explained the plausible pseudoscience behind WC1’s jump lanes. This took the form of a vignette story of an elderly university professor giving a folksy introductory lecture about the jump drive. The professor describes jump lanes as ‘God’s tramlines’ or subway lines, and says ‘If these are God’s tramlines, then He must really like black holes, because those are always surrounded by stations.’ There was a lot of other stuff about the topography of jump lanes visualized by lowering a stretched bedsheet into a swimming pool...I was really happy with the writing of that bit, but sadly I can’t find it anymore. Anyway, the bottom line was that jump lanes were defined in unpredictable and poorly understood ways by gravity, making black holes strategically critical. This bit of backstory became the centerpiece of the plot to WC2, the fight for control of the Enigma Sector, a black hole with associated jump-point cluster creating a ‘back door’ to reach Earth.”

	Having achieved a certain degree of consistency, and filling in many of the gaps left by the previous chapter, Siobhan felt satisfied and went back to what was, after all, her strong point and main role: programming. Between sales of the base, expansions, and critical and public acclaim, Wing Commander's success was a triumph for the company. It was necessary to strike while the iron was hot and the right occasion to announce the sequel could only be the winter CES in Las Vegas, the most important event in the electronic entertainment industry.

	“The announcement needed to be something eye-catching to show that we weren’t just recycling the engine, but were going to push technology forward,” Siobhan explains.

	It was at this very moment that a synergistic series of wonderful circumstances, great skills, and good timing came into action and changed the course of events. As had happened before, technology was about to take a quantum leap, though the immediate and long-term consequences were not easy to predict. The first of such events was when Origin had chosen to switch from 8-bit platforms to the IBM PC at the most propitious time. The second time was with Wing Commander, a game that required hardware that only serendipitously became available to consumers during the game’s development.

	This time, the important technological leap forward was the SoundBlaster. Siobhan explains:

	“The dominant PC sound card at the time was the AdLib. The AdLib was designed to be a music synthesizer card, a fact that proved to be a critical (but forgivable) design failure. The AdLib consisted of trivial support and interface circuitry surrounding a third-party chip, the Yamaha YM3812, that did all the real work. Since the AdLib was aimed at studio musicians, it didn’t bother to enable the YM3812’s PCM (‘digital voice’ feature). After all, the only reason Yamaha had even put that feature into the YM3812 was for telephony applications like answering machines. Ignoring the feature saved AdLib some support circuitry and some testing costs, so it made good financial sense.”

	As had happened with the Mockingbird sound card, the add-on card for the Apple II that Ken Arnold had ably exploited for the Ultima III soundtrack, AdLib’s sound card, although designed and manufactured for musicians, was instead used primarily by the most demanding gamers. Siobhan continues:

	“PC game audio without add-on cards was terrible pulse-modulated speaker beeps. But the only alternative was thousand-dollar Roland synthesizers. Game developers supported those, because they made for flashy demos, but very few but the hardest of the hard core of gamers had them. But, since the developers created the audio assets anyway (both for the Roland market and for other computer platforms which unlike the IBM PC had built-in audio), adding sound support for other cards to games was a small expense. So when the AdLib reached the market, developers started supporting it, at which point gamers snapped it up–suddenly they could get a reasonable facsimile of Roland audio for 1/10th the price! And that kicked off a virtuous circle, as gamer purchases created a market that developers filled with games, and the existence of games created an appetite for sound cards that AdLib filled. So, AdLib suddenly found themselves selling thousands of times more product than they’d expected, but selling it to a completely unanticipated market.”

	Shortly before the winter CES, Chris Roberts handed Siobhan a new sound card. To the surprise of the programmer, it was not an AdLib. Rather, it was a new brand, recently on the market which was donated in the form of development kits to the major video game companies. It was, of course, SoundBlaster. Beeman recalls:

	“They had a similar product to the AdLib, using a different chip, the Philips SAA1099. This was similar to the Yamaha part but far inferior (though also cheaper, which is why Creative used it). It wasn’t enough cheaper to meaningfully compete on price, so the Creative Music System lost decisively to the AdLib. Creative swiftly pivoted and released a new card, the SoundBlaster, that incorporated the Yamaha part so that it was instantly feature-competitive with the AdLib. Unlike AdLib, though, Creative went ahead and enabled the PCM features. This was a marketing gimmick: they labeled this capability ‘digital signal processing’ (which it wasn’t), the hot audiophile technology that was enabling things like DAT tapes, ‘digitally mastered’ recordings and compact discs. The SoundBlaster was slightly more expensive than the AdLib, since it had more parts (so as not to alienate their existing market, Creative actually included their old CMS card entirely on the SoundBlaster card, so the SoundBlaster was essentially two entire sound cards in one). So the SoundBlaster couldn’t really compete on price, and while it was technologically superior, that superiority wasn’t relevant to gamers.”

	The main difference between AdLib and SoundBlaster, however, was at the management level. SoundBlaster’s marketing people had realized that the market was made up of avid gamers, ready to spend a lot of money to avoid playing with the annoying beeps of the PC speaker. This was the market that SoundBlaster wanted to target, and to do so, it had sent hundreds of development kits for free.

	One of these arrived in the hands of Chris Roberts, who gave it to his director.

	“[He] said ‘see what you can do with this–apparently it’s got digital voice, which might be neat,’” Siobhan recalls.

	Realizing the potential of this new tool, the programmer set to work immediately to insert the necessary functions to make the card work in the animated sequences of the FX Engine. It was not an easy job: there were no tools of any kind and the animation and synchronization work was entirely hard-coded into the game’s programming.

	“I rounded up random people in the building when I was working, usually after 11:00 p.m., to record the cinematics’ script–Marten Davies of the Porsche story was Admiral Sir Geoffrey Tolwyn; Ken Demarest, one of the key programmers on WC1, was Bluehair; Philip Brogden, a designer and tester on Ultima games, was Prince Thrakath; Martin Galway, our audio lead (and the nephew of famed Irish flautist James Galway) was the guard who announces the Prince’s arrival; and I pitched my gravelly sleep-deprived voice as absurdly low as possible to play the Emperor,” Beeman recalls.

	The recording was done with a cheap microphone and none of the participants, despite their enthusiasm, were really qualified for that assignment. 

	“The results[…]in terms of voice acting are astonishingly terrible and embarrassing,” remembers Siobhan with a smile.

	However, no one at CES expected anything like this. 

	“It set CES abuzz,” Beeman explains, “preorders soared.”

	The balance of the company changed again. As preorders increased and other projects reached advanced stages of completion or went to press, the resources needed to develop Wing Commander II were diverted to the offices where, at least initially, only Siobhan, Ellen, and Chris had worked. 

	Even then it wasn't enough.

	“As WC2 moved from preproduction to full production,” Siobhan explains, “Origin went on a hiring spree. The existing staff were by that point fully allocated to all the other projects just starting up (Martian Dreams, Strike Commander, Ultima 7), so WC2's needs were met by new hires.”

	Graphic designers like Chris Douglas and Denis Loubet, programmers like Bill Baldwin, musicians for the soundtrack like Martin Galway and George “The Fat Man” Sanger, sound engineers to create the sound effects like Marc Schaefgen, and the entire QA department were brought in to develop and test the game.

	Although Wing Commander II was ultimately a sort of Wing Commander “on steroids” and had inherited a good deal of its engine from its predecessor, Siobhan’s team ended up being larger than the one that had finished the first chapter the previous year. It benefited from having more sound engineers and musicians, more software engineers and artists, more writers, and generally more highly skilled professionals. Aside from the acting for what would later be released as the "Speech Pack" every detail was taken care of by the most appropriate and competent professional to get the job done right.

	The Wing Commander II team was not satisfied, however, to simply improve on what they already had. Despite the limited timeline, there was also the intention to add features and expand the gameplay. Siobhan explains:

	“We knew we wanted to add gunnery positions to the game, a la the famous scenes from Star Wars IV. What was necessary was an in-fiction rationale for why those positions would exist. Modern jet fighters after all don’t have turret gunners, because that weight is far better spent on additional speed and maneuverability. So we created bombers, a ship type that would be forced to fly slowly in a straight line and thus needed gunners if it was to have any defense at all. To give bombers an excuse to exist, we introduced torpedoes, a weapon that would be devastating against capital ships but required a period of slow, straight flight to ‘lock on’ and fire. This was of course another example of basing Wing Commander combat on World War II fighter combat, in this case torpedo bombers like USN Avengers and IJN Kates. I’d say that Star Wars and "WWII air combat" were the two cornerstones of Wing Commander, but Star Wars itself was also based on WWII dogfights, so really that’s what all of this comes back to.”

	Not everything went right, however. In particular, although the introduction of bombers was well received, not all players actually found it fun–or appropriate–to leave the driving of the vehicle to pilot the turret, thus becoming an easy target.

	“The introduction of new mechanics like bombers,” Beeman explains, “meant that we needed new AI routines to fly them, to fire the guns when the player was flying one, and to make enemies conduct strafing attack runs in an appropriately showy and cinematic manner when the player was operating a turret. I do remember a good chunk of time going into that and everything else related to bombers. Ultimately I don’t think bombers paid off enough to have been worth the investment, unfortunately, but our hearts were in the right place.”

	The AI of the first chapter had been taken care of by Ken Demarest while Siobhan had been in charge of writing the tables that governed the “cinematic” behavior of the Kilrathi fighters. This too was taken further in the second episode. Siophan again:

	“I think there was a desire among almost everybody at Origin to make the AI ‘better,’ which is to say ‘more capable of evaluating the situation and choosing a tactically sound maneuver.’ However, I know that such an effort would have been fruitless–not only did we not have the spare CPU cycles nor the expertise to make ‘smart’ AI, a ‘smart’ system wouldn't even be desirable. We knew exactly how to make an unbeatable AI: pick a point about five ship lengths behind the player, and fly to that spot as directly and single-mindedly as possible. This AI existed for testing purposes, but was too boring to use in the game, even for a ‘hard’ boss fight. That’s the smartest AI possible, and doesn’t take complicated algorithms at all. Any effort to create a ‘smart’ AI would either be flawed, or would succeed and arrive at that same unbeatable AI through a more time-consuming and expensive coding path. The role of the AI in computer games is to make the player feel accomplished, and I think the WC1 AI did that very well. AI programming should focus on making the AI do interesting things that look smart, to make the player feel smart. So I’d like to believe that people generally said ‘let’s improve the AI,’ and I at the time said ‘nah, that's not how this works’ and we spent our efforts making the AI look flashier and more fun.”

	There were also cuts to the plot.

	“I know we discarded a lot of ideas,” Ellen explains, “even with that much storytelling time, you always have to cut stuff. But I can’t remember at this point any specific ideas that didn’t make it into the final storyline. But one interesting thing from that...almost all the art created to support story and game elements that were cut from WC2 made it into the Special Operations game, though modified to fit that format. We basically never threw away any art if we could help it.”

	Nevertheless, time was running out. Management anticipated that the game would be ready in time for Christmas 1991. Originally scheduled for a June '91 release, Wing Commander was released two months late, confirming Origin's tendency to miss deadlines though still managing to do better than other titles by virtue of being on store shelves for the entire holiday season.

	Wing Commander's sales, even if in strong decline, were still consistent and so it happened that the two games passed the baton: in August '91, almost a year after its launch, Wing Commander was still in the sixth position, down one point from the previous month. The following month, Wing Commander II immediately entered the fifth place of the SPA Top-20 ranking for MS-DOS published by Computer Gaming World.

	Sales were also strong for the Speech Pack, the expansion that added digitized speech to space combat and some animated sequences.

	“Wing Commander 2,” Siobhan recalls, “became the first AAA game to feature digital voice. That single game, leveraging the impact of that initial demo I created late at night during that winter, was the cornerstone of all of Creative Labs’ future success. Within a week of WC2 shipping later that year, SoundBlasters were out of stock everywhere in the country, and the company could barely keep up with backorders.”

	The base game, as had happened for the first chapter of the series, was soon followed by two other expansions, all of which were rewarded with excellent sales. Many years later, the publication of expansions with additional missions and, in particular, the Speech Pack, was partly criticized. The researcher and writer Jimmy Maher, in one of his articles dedicated to Wing Commander, expressed himself in this way towards the company: “Origin thus continued to monetize Wing Commander like crazy to pay for their latest Ultima. In a cash grab that feels almost unbelievably blatant today, they shipped a separate ‘Speech Accessory Pack’ simultaneously with the core game.” Maher’s harsh judgment about the add-on policy requires some further clarification.

	“Here's the truth of those products,” Siobhan explains, “they did not exist to milk money out of consumers, they existed to get stores to pay us for games that we had already manufactured and shipped.”

	The problem first arose when Origin broke commercial ties with EA and signed a distribution contract with Broderbund, and then decided to go it alone.

	“But they found out the hard way,” Dr. Cat explains, “retailers won’t pay you for the games you shipped them until you force them to. They would lie and say the check is in the mail or whatever. Until finally they call YOU and say ‘Your new Wing Commander game sounds good, send us 5,000 copies for our stores’ and you say ‘Not until you pay us for the copies of Ultima VI we shipped you’ and then surprisingly you have a check fed-exed to you that arrives the next day.”

	With small retailers, the situation was even worse. Beeman explains: 

	“A store would order, say, 10 copies of WC2 under ‘net-90’ payment terms, meaning they had 90 days to pay us. This was standard industry practice (probably still is to be honest) and amounted to giving the stores interest-free loans to fund their inventory. No big deal; we’d already spent the money to write the code and duplicate the disks, and it was if anything cheaper to have the product sit on the store’s shelves than in our warehouse. The catch came when the 90 days were up, at which point a lot of stores (not all, but more than you would imagine) would just...not pay us. Super unethical, but what are you gonna do, right? It’s not like they had a credit rating for us to ruin, and it certainly wasn’t worth suing them for $250. And besides, fair’s fair, they were doing the exact same thing to the big publishers like EA. Just the cost of doing business.”

	Large companies like EA, however, had a much bigger catalog and numerous titles coming out each month. They had the bargaining power to demand what they were owed without going to court.

	“When a store had a balance in arrears with EA,” Beeman explains, “EA would–quite reasonably–simply refuse to ship new product. The end customers wound up being the muscle to get the stores to pay what they owed, because a store that didn’t honor its terms would not have the *next* game, and people would take their business down the street.”

	For Origin, the situation was not as good. In 1989, it had released six titles, but the following year only three: Bad Blood, Ultima VI, and Wing Commander (since Savage Empire would not arrive until later).

	“We had the biggest hit games of the year,” Siobhan explains, “*and we couldn't get paid for them.* We needed new products to ship to get paid for the old products, and we needed them fast.”

	It was the same reason the two spin-offs of Ultima VI, the Worlds of Ultima games, were conceived. There was not only the goal to maximize profits and exploit an engine that had cost a fortune, but also, presumably, to further attract a part of the public already fond of Ultima and Origin. But first Savage Empire and then Martian Dreams were not as successful as initially hoped and therefore did not fulfill their main task: to provide Origin with interesting titles to push distribution to pay on time and keep reordering. 

	“We needed product,” Beeman again explains, “that would be demanded by a reasonable percentage of the main games' customers, could be shipped quickly and frequently, and didn’t delay the main dev teams from getting the next big games out the door. Thus, the Speech Packs and Secret Mission disks.”

	Wing Commander II was even more successful than its predecessor, propelling Origin to the top of the PC gaming market and accelerating both the company and industry’s transformation. It was also the sound card killer app, leaving an indelible mark on video game history.

	“Here's the moral of this story for technologists,” Beeman concludes, “don't picture the market for your product, picture the potential market. AdLib and Creative both designed products for the music market, and AdLib did it better. But Creative pivoted and re-imagined AdLib’s own product, adding features for which a market did not exist. Those features called a market into existence. Given the technology, game developers used it, creating demand.”
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	1 Wing Commander. Please note the sticker “Best PC arcade action game of 1990” A
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	2 A rare demo disk version of Ultima Underworld alongside the traditional US edition. Below are the Japanese versions, which contain one of the most beautiful trinkets to ever appear in Ultima packaging: the ankh-shaped “letter opener”.
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	3 The Japanese editions of Ultima Underworld II are among the very few that differ in the art cover of the box.
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	4 Wing Commander 2 box, featuring a Drakhri dive-bombing the TCS Concordia, whose serial number differs from ingame one. A
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	5 It is interesting to note that in the French and German editions of Ultima VII: The Black Gate, the title has been translated into Die Schwarze Pforte and La Porte Noire respectively. Upper right corner: the very rare edition published in Taiwan.
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	6 Back in 1993, screensavers were very popular and even Sierra released one named Johnny Castaway. The Origin FX Screensaver could run only on Windows 3.1 and was bigger, demanding 5 MB of hard disk space and could use Origin’s games files (Wing Commander 2, Serpent Isle, etc.) A
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	7 The Spanish version of Ultima VII Serpent Isle, also with the title translated, alongside the traditional version.
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	8 Various editions of Ultima VIII, note those without pentagrams due to complaints from some big box retailers.

	[image: Image]

	9 The beautiful boxes of the add-ons of Ultima VII, designed by Richard Mather and Craig Miller.
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	10 Metal Morph for Super Nintendo, along with Zero Pilot: Ginyoku no Senshi, and Runes of Virtue 1 and 2, one of the only four video games developed by Origin exclusively for Console. A
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	11 A very rare copy of the Ultima VIII poster, probably the most beautiful of the Ultima series, one of Denis Loubet's masterpieces, which was also used and modified for the cover of the Ultima VIII add-on, The Lost Vale.
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	12 The only currently known official assembled box for The Lost Vale, autographed and authenticated by Richard Garriott and owned by E.Ricciardi. Until a few years ago it was believed to exist only as a prototype/print proof, partially incomplete to form a box.
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	13 Wing Commander 3 SAMS Club Special Edition, containing a T-Shirt, the making of Wing Commander III on CD-ROM, all packaged in a 35mm film can. A
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	14 OMEGA tank script written in “Cybertank Command” language and translated in binary for cross-platform compatibility. B
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	15 During development, the working title of Stuart Marks’ game was TANC. Denis Loubet designed this cover that was discarded when the game, for copyright reasons, was changed to OMEGA. B
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	16 OMEGA box with the final artwork also by D. Loubet. A
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	17 The largest box containing an Ultima, the legendary Ultima IX Dragon Edition.
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	18 The Japanese edition of Ultima IX, the so-called Premium edition, probably the most beautiful in terms of content, including an ankh pendant, keyring with the Codex symbol, a signed certificate, a set of cards, a poster, and two hardbound books in leatherette.
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	19 The assassination of Lord British: A. Players gather at the entrance to Lord Blackthorn's castle. B. Lord British asks players to stop stealing. C. NPCs are still present and more visitors strive to access the area.
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	20 D. The fire field spell is cast. E. Lord British takes a step back to avoid while Lord Blackthorn stands defiantly in the flames. F. NPCs are unloaded to reduce lag.
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	21 G. Lord British is dead and the first reactions can be seen. H. Lord Blackthorn, from the fire field, speaks the unforgettable line: “Do you think your paltry spells can harm one such as Blackthorne?”
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	22 I. Lord Blackthorn resurrects Lord British L. Lord British appears in a n00b robe. M. Chuckles moves to the south to help. N. A player jokingly suggests a coup.
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	23 O. Lord Blackthorn summons demons to slaughter the crowd. P. Unaware of the severity of the situation, one player takes the time to accuse Lord Blackthorn of immoral action.
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	24 Q. Finally grasping the danger, players flee from the carnage.
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	25 Ultima Online first regular release with extra side box for the cloth map and the UO pewter lapel pin. A
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	26 The Ultima Online Charter Edition, in addition to being signed by Richard Garriott, contains the wonderful Hildebrand brothers poster commissioned by Origin Systems.
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	27 Shadow Caster big box releases: Korea, Taiwan, Japan, US, Japan, Spain. A
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	28 Part of Jane’s Combat Series was developed by Origin remote skunkworks office in Baltimore, lead by Andy Hollis, the future final VP of Origin. A
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	29 The “Wing Commander Collectible Trading Card Game” (1995) for the US and the Japanese “Ultima Generation: Road to the Avatar” TCG (2002) loosely based on Ultima Online. A
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	30 Ultima Online 2 action figures, designed by Todd McFarlane before EA cancelled the development. A
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	31 The splendid Japanese edition of Ultima Collection, the so-called First Limited Edition, which features a very evocative art cover.

	[image: Image]

	32 The night Origin was shut down, former Origin employees gathered at a big bonfire party. Copies from many Origin projects that were never released were used as fuel. Richard Garriott dressed accordingly. E
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	33 Tabula Rasa limited US box. Similar limited boxes were released in the UK, France and Germany. A
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	34 Richard Garriott on display in the Moscow Museum of Cosmonautics. Touchscreen with information on every cosmonaut.A
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	35 Garriott's crew framed on a wall with all joined mission crews. A
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	36 Richard’s original teletype seen next to an Origin sign from the Portalarium office move in 2015. C
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	37 Richard Garriott at GAMESCOM Cologne 2017 while showing boxed copy #1 of Shroud of the Avatar.
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	38 Richard and Starr speak at the 2014 Hackney House in Austin. C
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	39 Richard and Starr (as Lords British and Blackthorn) duel “to the death” to promote Shroud of the Avatar. C
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	40 A group photo from HoBLotH II (Hearth of Britannia: Lords of the Hearth), an Ultima LARP event in 2014. D
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	41 David Watson (as Iolo Fitzowen) plays lute in the early hours of the morning at HoBLotH II. C
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	42 Richard (as Lord British) signing completion certificates at his NPC station at HoBLotH II. C

	A - Courtesy of Dominik Reichardt.

	B - Courtesy of Stuart Marks.

	C - Courtesy of Edward Vitralis.

	D - Courtesy of Mel Soest.

	E – Picture retrieved from Sir Cabirus Ultima Homepage and courtesy of Richard Garriott.
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	 Garriott, in Explore/Create, recalled that the acquisition had been completed at $25 million, but other sources, including Computer Gaming World (Issue 100, pp. 176), indicate $35 million as the final price.
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	 Armintrout, Bill. “The night the directors left–An interview with Bill Armintrout”
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	 The publisher, wrongly imagining that only a very small number of players would come to the end of the adventure, considered it useless to include the final movie in the commercialized version because it would have involved the use of one or more floppy disks, greatly reducing the margin for each copy sold. The game was still very much enjoyed, but the abrupt ending was not forgiven, remaining in the players' memory as one of the worst and most unsatisfactory of all time.
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	 Although neither Bushnell nor Dabnei were later able to clarify whose room it was that had been transformed from a bedroom for the little one to a workshop for the creation of the cabinets for Computer Space.
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	 Jason, Ely (2014) “We had a lot of fun with the other explosives…” – Interview with Jason Ely 
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	Microsoft Office 97 Professional would be the last product in the series to be published on floppies, reaching 55 in November 1996.
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	 Garriott, Richard (2003). A Chat with the Lord (Gamespy)



		[←28]
	 Curiously, Corell had left a small easter egg in one of the Speech Pack floppies. In a file called Spot, he had included a short tragicomic story about a family of penguins in Texas. The joke had been hidden from everyone for a long time, to the point that even its author had completely forgotten about it, but it was discovered years later by a Mobygames user named Rola, who commented: “As absurd as it sounds, the file named ‘spot’ contains plain text: Rob Corell's tiny story about...penguins...in Texas.”
Spot the Spoonmaker
                               by R. Corell
 
    /--\
    | |
    | |
    \--/nce upon a time, there was a family of penguins that lived inside a meatlocker just outside of a gas station, just outside of Waxahachie, Texas.
Upon birth, each child was assigned a name and an occupation. Now, by the time the twenty-seventh son was born, all the good penguin names like Quetzalcoatl and Wogoshoonberry were taken and there really weren't any more occupations left in the meatlocker. So, the twenty-seventh son was arbitrarily declared Spot the Spoonmaker.
 
    Spot didn't realize that all of this was arbitrary and he set out to be the very best spoonmaker he could be. All of the day and all of the night, Spot would fervently craft his spoons and contemplate his occupation. But Spot was soon consumed with nagging doubts. Were his spoons the best they could be? Were there other spoons in the world? Other spoonmakers? Was there more to life, the universe, and everything than the clammy interior of a moldymeatlocker? He began to wonder if there were a world outside the meatlocker, a world full of not only spoons, but flatware of all kinds.
 
    Spot went to his father and said, "Father..."
    And his father said, "Who the hell are you?"
    And Spot said, "I am your twenty-seventh son, Spot."
    "Spot? Oh...uh...yeah, sure. I can't tell any of you apart."
    "Father, as the family Spoonmaker, I would..."
    "Spoonmaker? What are you talking about? Eh?" He then wandered away, as he had no attention span.
 
    But Spot was undaunted. He was a Spoonmaker. He was the best Spoonmaker in the world. As far as he knew. So he gathered the family together and made a bold announcement. "My family," said he, "I plan to journey to the world outside the meatlocker."
 
    There was a general panic. "Its dangerous out there!" they said. "There's nothing out there!" they said. His father spoke, "Chinchinchikika, I don't..."
    "Spot, Dad, Spot."
    "Whatever. You can't go out there, you'll get eaten by a walrus, just like your Uncle Bob!"
    "But Uncle Bob is right over there in the corner."
    "Oh. I can't tell any of you apart. Still, its too dangerous." The rest of the family concurred with his sagacious advice, urging Spot to give up his foolish dream.
 
    But Spot was a maker of Spoons. He heroically strode to the door of the meatlocker and threw it open. The meatlocker, as has been explained, was just outside of a gas station, just outside of Waxahachie, Texas, where it was one-hundred and six degrees in the shade. The meatlocker was not in the shade and all the penguins died of heat prostration except for Uncle Bob, who was eaten by a walrus.
 
    The End
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