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	Foreword

	
		Nintendo’s first proper console, the Nintendo Entertainment System, debuted in America in October 1985. But only barely. U.S. toy retailers had taken a bath on unsold Atari and Coleco carts after the first wave of TV consoles had imploded spectacularly, and Nintendo’s offering evoked ghosts of dollar bins filled with trash games that no one would want to own no matter how low the price. Nintendo had to prove the merits and appeal of its system.

		They succeeded spectacularly. The NES has become the baseline of mainstream American video game nostalgia. Sure, everyone knows what Pac-Man was (and not because of his tortured NES career), and anyone old enough to remember, “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down that wall,” also remembers capping off “The Twelve Days of Christmas” with “And a cart-ridge for A-ta-riiii.” But the NES holds a place in the hearts and minds of modern gamers. It’s never been forgotten—thanks in large part to Nintendo’s determination to bank on its own nostalgia, as with the upcoming Classic NES Edition plug-and-play console—and when indie game developers work “retro,” four times out of five they’re building off the aesthetics and mechanics that evolved over the 10-year global reign of the NES.

		Good Nintentions follows on the heels of my Game Boy World books: I’ve attempted to explore each game of the NES’s initial library, in order of chronological release (since all 16 of these games are believed to have arrived the same day in America—Oct. 18, 1985—this volume is organized by Japanese release dates). The idea is not simply to describe the games, but to examine the context of their creation and the overall continuum of design evolution they represent. Screenshots captured from real hardware and comprehensive packaging photos accompany the text to create a definitive and comprehensive examination of the debut of one of the most influential video game platforms of all time.

		Jeremy Parish

		Sept. 2016

	



	Main Feature
Good Nintentions 1985

	
		Nintendo set the course for video game history when it launched the NES in America. Through both deliberate effort and the medium’s natural interplay between technology and creativity, the modern video games industry still largely resembles the business Nintendo and its partners helped establish three decades ago.

		Of course, the NES experience wasn’t identical the world over. Japan’s equivalent, the Famicom (or Family Computer), arrived several years earlier than the NES, and I strongly recommend the Chrontendo video series for great insights into what the pre-NES Famicom era was like. The NES seemed like a major leap forward in home gaming when it arrived in America, but that’s because early Famicom software had painted in the gap between the Atari age and the Nintendo era. Japan saw about twice as many Famicom releases as U.S. consumers did for NES, but they certainly didn’t receive twice as many good games as we did.

		Meanwhile, in Europe and the U.K., the NES practically didn’t exist. Nintendo fans over there had the same “clueless parent” stigma as SEGA Master System owners in America—not just because of the popularity of 8-bit microcomputers, but also because Nintendo games typically arrived years late and without careful conversions to the 50Hz PAL standard. Good Nintentions therefore focuses specifically on the American (U.S. and Canada) NES market: Where Nintendo had sufficient presence to make a difference, but without the sprawl of excessive mediocre software that plagued Japan.
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		Baseball

		ベースボール • Baseball

		Developer: Nintendo • Publisher: Nintendo

		Developer: Sports (Baseball) • Release: Dec. 1983 (Japan) Oct. 1985 (U.S.) Sept. 1986 (Europe)

		NES-BA-USA

		
			Alternate version release data

			Vs. Baseball [Arcade, 1984]

			PlayChoice-10 [Arcade, 1986]

			Baseball [Famicom Disk System, 1986]

			Baseball [Game Boy, 1989]

			Animal Crossing [GameCube, 2002]

			eCard [Game Boy Advance/eReader, 2002]

			Wii Virtual Console [2007]

			3DS Virtual Console [2011]

			Wii U Virtual Console [2013]

		
	

	
		And here it begins. If Nintendo’s Baseball seems unbearably simplistic in this day and age, keep in mind that it’s the product of an era in which you could simply name a video game for the sport it was based on. December 1983, when Baseball debuted for the Family Computer console (the Japanese version of the NES; see Nintendo Family Computer), was a simpler time, and Baseball is resultantly a simpler take on America’s favorite pastime than anything you’ll see in this day and age.

		The sport of baseball has long been one of Japan’s favorite pastimes, too, which probably accounts for why Nintendo’s Baseball appeared in the first wave of Famicom’s post-launch releases. Not only was it the first sports title produced for the console, it was the first fully original creation for the system to leave Japan. The Famicom’s launch titles consisted entirely of arcade ports, followed by conversions of Nintendo’s early board-game arcade adaptations, and even Baseball’s fellow December 1983 release in Japan (Donkey Kong Jr. Math) was built on the framework and visuals of an existing title. This, then, was a landmark creation: The first project designed from the ground up for the console. As such, we can probably forgive it its primitive nature. Nintendo was still learning the ropes of its new platform, coming to terms with the capabilities and limitations of a machine designed first and foremost to play a mean game of Donkey Kong.

		Baseball also deserves to be judged within the context of its times… though, as will be the case with most NES launch titles, that context changes considerably between Japan and America. In December 1983, this was about as good as baseball video simulations got. By October 1985, the rest of the industry had caught up and surpassed this creation.
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		One of the more famous ads of the original console wars featured political pundit George Plimpton showing off the difference between baseball games on Atari 2600 and Mattel Intellivision. Nintendo’s Baseball arrived in Japan about a year after that ad, and it left efforts for both of the other consoles in the dust. The NES featured far more detailed visuals, better animation, and more involving gameplay than any of its console predecessors. It also offered a crucial insight into what would help set the NES apart from other consoles. Where Plimpton gushed about Intellivision’s “lifelike” graphics, Nintendo sidestepped realism and went for cartoonishness. Atari and Mattel’s interpretations of baseball involved properly proportioned stick men rushing about the diamond, but the NES game went instead with chubby little cartoon guys.

		The artistic choice worked. Nintendo Baseball wasn’t a realistic take on the sport, but the whimsy of its player sprites complemented the rudimentary nature of the game itself. This wasn’t some serious team sports management sim but rather a basic, pick-up-and-play creation that anyone could enjoy. Time and again, NES developers would favor personality and abstraction over authenticity. It’s easy to write this off as a Japanese thing, but you’d find far more realistic ball games on Japanese consoles from Sega and NEC, whereas on NES and Famicom Namco’s goofy-looking Family Stadium series fared every bit as well as Jaleco’s highly grounded Bases Loaded franchise. Nintendo had made its name with the cartoon melodrama of Donkey Kong, and Baseball continued in that same vein. Here at the very beginning, Nintendo helped set the tone for first- and third-party NES and Famicom games by fielding a bunch of pudgy runts.
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		Baseball plays simplistically because that’s all any baseball game did in 1983. With only 16K of space to work with, there wasn’t really an opportunity to go all-in with sim or management concepts. Not to say sims were impossible—SSI’s Computer Baseball for Commodore 64 was a genuine (and highly infuential) management sim that launched around the same time, but that’s all it was: A text-based simulation. With early ‘80s tech, it was all in, one or the other. You could either be a management simulation or a simulation of the action that transpired around the diamond, but not both.

		So, Nintendo (like Atari and Mattel before them) boiled the sport down to pitching, hitting, and fielding. A two-player alternating mode allowed two people to take turns fielding and hitting. It’s all fairly mundane, though the little details help sell it. For example, the scaling effect on a pop fly is a simple but helpful little trick that would be duplicated in other NES sports titles like Tennis and Golf, lending a tiny touch of depth to an otherwise rote rendition of sport: A convincing illusion of legitimate physics in a fantasy work, which would reach its ultimate expression with Mario’s “realistic” skidding animation as he leaned into inertia while reversing off a 20-meter leap in Super Mario Bros.

		And there were plenty of other details as well. Before each wind-up, a Baseball pitcher would nod and glance at the bases, and fielders would catch balls with animations appropriate to the ball’s relative position to their bodies. Little details like this made Nintendo’s creation, by far, the most impressive-looking take on the sport ever published in 1983.
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		But again, Baseball didn’t appear in the U.S. until almost two years after its Japanese debut. Two years in video games back in those days was a pretty significant fraction of the medium’s total history, and Baseball’s age definitely showed when it launched for NES in October 1985. Even so, it nevertheless stood as the finest baseball game ever released on an American console in 1985… but that was really only because the console market had been dead here since around the time Famicom launched in Japan. That entire area of the medium stood stock-still until the NES debuted.

		In arcades, however, it was a different story. Baseball games had come a long way since the days of primitive stick-men, and 1985 saw a number of more advanced titles make their way into arcades.By the time Baseball hit NES, it was up against impressive creations like Intellivision’s World Series Baseball, Accolade’s Hardball!, and Cinematronics’ World Series: The Season—all games that in various ways offered a more sophisticated take on the sport than Nintendo’s creation.

		That’s no real fault of the NES’s, or of Nintendo’s; the American console launch suffered a significant delay for entirely practical and unavoidable reasons. But already here at the very beginning, we can see a difference in how the NES and Famicom were initially presented and perceived by their respective markets. The Famicom offered an essentially arcade-caliber experience at home in those early days. Two years later, however, arcade boards had grown by leaps and bounds, and the NES—while still the best-looking console to date—couldn’t quite compete with arcade hardware. Nevertheless, Baseball managed to be a perfectly entertaining take on the sport, and its dual infield/outfield format would be slavishly imitated by countless NES baseball titles like Family Stadium/RBI Baseball and Major League Baseball by Atlus and LJN.
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		NES Baseball boiled the sport down to its essence, and in deference to the complexity of the sport and the limitations of the controller, it automated significant portions of the game. A hit by the opposing team would send the player’s fielders scrambling; your only direct control over defense came in choosing when and where to throw the ball. Essentially, Baseball reduced down to a pitcher-batter duel. You had full control over a pitch, with the D-pad allowing you to deliver a slow, medium, or fast ball as far inside or outside as you liked. You could even twist the ball’s path in mid-air to a certain degree. As offense, you could shift around in the batter’s box, swing, and attempt to steal bases. Again, everything else was automated, so playing really amounted to pressing inputs at key moments.

		Despite its hands-off simplicity, Baseball’s presentation went a long way toward selling it. It helped, too, that the game was fairly well-balanced for a single-player experience­—the CPU was neither wildly more capable than the player nor completely imbecilic. Unlike in many other sports games, including Baseball’s own Game Boy conversion, you didn’t have to play against another person in order to have a decent time.

		Baseball certainly had its quirks. The tilted perspective of the field meant that distances became distorted the further into the field you moved from the camera, so that while infielders dashed from place to place, outfielders would scramble hilariously in place to simulate relative distance… despite the fact that the players themselves didn’t change scale as they moved away from the camera.

		Nintendo published Baseball across a variety of formats over the years. Besides the sluggish and actively unenjoyable Game Boy conversion, it also saw a port to Famicom Disk System with no significant changes, a pay-to-play modification for the PlayChoice 10 arcade system, and a standalone arcade version called Vs. Baseball which added in a few little tweaks like voice samples for umpire calls. Baseball was notably one of the few early NES cartridges to receive a localization for NES. Most “Black Box” games at launch were simply the Famicom ROM with a pin adapter inside the cart to allow NES compatibility, but Baseball in the U.S. had some minor but distinct differences from the Japanese game that required reprogramming and a separate ROM board.
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		For starters, it featured localized text. The Japanese game used a small amount of kanji and katakana in its heads-up display, while the U.S. version used English only. Similarly, the U.S. version dropped the metric system in favor of feet and miles per hour. It also switched up the teams and colors slightly. American baseball fans will recognize the game’s colors as abstracted yet obvious renditions of MLB teams with single letters for names—C dressed in powder blue and red is clearly meant to be the Cardinals, Y in white and black the Yankees, and so forth—and these differ ever so slightly from the Japanese game, which uses the same treatment for Central League teams including the Hanshin Tigers and Yomiuri Giants. There’s absolutely no difference between the teams, however. Colors aside, they’re completely identical.

		Baseball is more significant as a historical curio than as something you’d want to play today, but it was a key title for Nintendo—a game with international appeal, and a solid proof of concept for the hardware by virtue of focusing on a sport that a dozen other developers had grappled with before the Famicom arrived. It’s simple, but this was killer-app status for the system. Unsurprisingly, Nintendo has dredged it up repeatedly through the years. Not only is it on every version of Virtual Console, it also appeared as a bonus game in Animal Crossing and even as a title for the eCard system. A mostly deprecated but nevertheless pivotal moment in video game history.
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		Sizing Up the Situation

		Nintendo followed industry-standard practices with the Famicom’s cartridges, releasing them in compact cases the size of cassette tapes (though slightly thicker), as Atari and Coleco had. In deference to the crowded island nation’s premium on space, the company then shipped those games in boxes barely any larger than the cartridges themselves.

		Alas, American retailers took one look at Nintendo’s 2600-sized cartridges and experienced PTSD from the Atari crash. Nintendo’s original plan for the U.S. console, the Advanced Video System, would have retained the diminutive Japanese cartridge dimensions (along with the top-loading cart slot on the console itself). Universally negative feedback from prospective retail buyers, however, caused Nintendo to reconsider its approach. So, for the U.S., cartridges came in double-sized versions in boxes that lined up perfectly on a shelf of VHS cassette cases.

		The games’ innards, however, remained unchanged, meaning U.S. carts were mostly empty air. The added space did help with the regional adapter Nintendo jury-rigged for many launch titles (see The Hidden Treasure), though. It also meant that NES carts had a uniform size, whereas many advanced Famicom carts ended up being nearly NES-sized to accommodate the add-on co-processors that powered them.
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		TENNIS

		テニス • Tennis

		Developer: Nintendo • Publisher: Nintendo

		Developer: Sports (Tennis) • Release: Jan. 1984 (Japan) Oct. 1985 (U.S.) Sept. 1986 (Europe)

		NES-TE-USA

		
			Alternate version release data

			Vs. Tennis [Arcade, 1984]

			Tennis [PC-88/X1, 1986]

			PlayChoice-10 [Arcade, 1986]

			Tennis [Famicom Disk System, 1986]

			Tennis [Game Boy, 1989]

			Animal Crossing [GameCube, 2002]

			eCard [Game Boy Advance/eReader, 2002]

			Wii Virtual Console [2007]

			3DS Virtual Console [2011]

			Wii U Virtual Console [2013]

		
	

	
		Baseball may have been the oldest piece of software to debut alongside the NES in October 1985, but it wasn’t actually the first NES game to reach America. That honor belongs to Tennis, which according to Nintendo’s own promotional materials actually showed up in the U.S. a year and a half before the NES.

		Nintendo spent quite a lot of time developing a strategy for the U.S. launch of the NES. The Famicom had arrived in Japan right as the American console game retail market imploded under the weight of too many terrible video games, mainly for the unregulated Atari 2600. It was a mess all around, as the flood of trash games for 2600 meant that good games had a hard time standing out from the bad, which turned off consumers, which meant retailers were left with tons of unsold stock, which meant everyone lost money. Nintendo wanted to export the Famicom to America immediately, but the universal message they received from everyone stateside was, “Please don’t bother.”

		Undeterred, Nintendo took the long view, experimenting with different console designs, names, and marketing strategies in order to appeal to U.S. retailers. Meanwhile, they stealthily conducted tests in the American market by putting Famicom games in front of arcade-goers. This effort took the form of the Nintendo Vs. System, a series of low-cost arcade cabinets and conversion kits, which the company adapted from Data East’s revolutionary DECO system.

		Arcade operators had two ways to buy into the Vs. System: They could buy an inexpensive Vs. System conversion kit for their existing Nintendo machines, to paste over, say, Donkey Kong 3 after it stopped earning money, or they could buy an entirely new Vs. System cabinet. Either way, once they had the system’s framework in hand, they could buy interchangeable Vs. boards to plug into their Vs. cabinet to switch out the contents and keep the machines fresh for relatively little cost. Rather than have to buy an entirely new machine every time they wanted to refresh their lineup, Vs. System owners could simply plug in a new board and add on fresh side and marquee art. This cost just a few hundred dollars—considerably less than buying an entirely new cabinet. It was a simple, clever idea, and one that came naturally: After all, the Vs. System was basically just a Famicom, which itself had been designed to play interchangeable games.
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		In other words, a Vs. System plug-in board was, in effect, a Famicom motherboard with a cartridge hardwired into it. Since the console was pretty much state-of-the-art when it debuted in 1983, it compared favorably with current arcade systems when the Vs. System launched in 1984. No, it wasn’t quite as powerful as the best games the coin-op industry had to offer, but it’s easy to forget when looking back at the greats of the era that most games from most publishers were absolutely not on par with something like Xevious or Dragon’s Lair. Rather, most arcade cabinets were actually really terrible and primitive, which is why you don’t remember them.

		The Vs. System wasn’t top-of-the-line, but it definitely offered an above-average gaming experience. And arcade fans responded to Nintendo’s gambit favorably, making the Vs. System a consistent money-maker for both operators and for Nintendo. The success of this low-cost arcade venture fueled Nintendo’s conviction to forge ahead with U.S. launch plans for the NES, regardless of the market’s collective gloom.

		Tennis made perfect sense as a choice for the Vs. System’s pilot program. For starters, it was one of Nintendo’s newest pieces of software: The Famicom game debuted in Japan in January 1984, just two months before the date Nintendo gives as the U.S. launch of the Vs. System. Surely no one realized it at the time, but gamers privy to the rollout of the Vs. System were experiencing the very cutting edge of home video games.

		The other thing working in Tennis’ favor is that while the software may have been cutting edge, tennis itself also was the most mature and established video game concept in the world. For all intents and purposes, video games got their start with tennis. William Higginbotham created what many regard as the first video game ever with 1958’s Tennis for Two, a rudimentary two-player competitive game played on an oscilloscope. While barely playable (and certainly a long way from what we think of as video games) today, Tennis for Two established the entire concept of using a computer for interactive, competitive entertainment. Less than 15 years later, after being briefly distracted by a couple of space shoot-em-ups, video games took proper form when Atari created Pong, a table tennis game.
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		Pong became the baseline of video games throughout the ’70s—the medium quickly expanded into racing, shooting, and other sports, but it seemed like any serious publisher had a Pong clone in their catalog, somewhere. Certainly Nintendo did: Its earliest foray into home gaming took the form of a series of dedicated TV consoles called the Color TV Game.

		Naturally, the first two entries in the Color TV Game series were Pong clones that initially offered six, then 15 variants of the venerable game. The Color TV Game project was led by none other than NES hardware designer Masayuki Uemura, whose experience with those early devices helped shape the direction of the NES. In other words, the entire tennis concept was built into the NES’s DNA right from the start. So it seems perfectly fitting that Americans’ first taste of the NES came in the form of Tennis.

		Of course, NES Tennis looked a far sight more sophisticated than Pong. Detailed, cartoonish humans replaced the rectangular paddles; an authentic-looking court replaced Pong’s blank background. It even featured a referee overlooking the action—Mario’s very first NES cameo.

		While incredibly simplistic by current standards, Nintendo’s Tennis captures the basics of the sport quite effectively. It features several different play modes and multiple difficulty settings, which alter the speed of the game and the effectiveness of the artificial intelligence. At maximum difficulty, the computer opponent turns a devilish red and basically annihilates human players before they can even blink.

		You’re not just limited to AI opponents, though; in addition to solo play, you can team up for a doubles match against the computer. In 1984, Nintendo’s Tennis definitely represented the state of the art in computer tennis games. There actually weren’t all that many tennis games on the market at the time—perhaps due to Pong fatigue—and each new release represented a small improvement over the fundamental Pong concept.

		1980’s Tennis for Intellivision took the basic Pong concept and retained the left/right court orientation, while adding some rudimentary graphics and a few mechanical enhancements. The ball obeyed simple physics, including the possibility of a net, players could move forward and backward in addition to up and down. Not long after, Activision’s Tennis for Atari 2600 took the next step by rotating the court 90 degrees, using a forced perspective changed the orientation of the action considerably. Activision’s design applied a simple 3D perspective to the court, so that its boundaries converged to a distant vanishing point and the “front” court—the one used by player one—appeared larger than the “back” court.

		Two years later, in 1983, the genre received a massive boost with Data East’s arcade title Super Doubles Tennis. It’s Super Doubles Tennis from which Nintendo presumably took its inspiration for NES Tennis, as the two games are almost suspiciously similar. Super Doubles Tennis also debuted on DECO cassette, which means there was a double-lift in play. Data East’s tennis interpretation tilted the visual perspective even further, making the forecourt much larger for players. It also attempted to add some rudimentary perspective to the rest of the visuals, making the players’ characters larger than the competitors in the back court. Finally, the ball itself changes size to reflect its motion and location relative to the player. As it rises or comes into the foreground, it grows; as it touches the court or moves into the back of the playing space, it appears smaller.

		To be honest, Nintendo’s Tennis does very little to add to Data East’s game. Not only does it borrow every visual trick wholesale, it even shamelessly sticks the line judge in the same place. What Tennis does offer over Super Doubles Tennis, however, is refinement. Data East may have come up with an appealing, convincing visual presentation, but Nintendo perfected it. Tennis features vastly more attractive characters than Super Doubles. Not as in “sexually attractive”—rather, that they’re rendered in a more pleasant-looking art style. The same cartoonish vibe that characterized Baseball shows up here, and it brings with it the same wonderful level of detail.

		The player characters are nicely drawn and smoothly animated, scrambling fluidly around the court and swatting at the ball with graceful swings. The visual perspective on both fore- and back courts as well as players looks a whole lot more convincing as well; you no longer appear to control a pair of NBA all-stars against a couple of fat children. The forward players and their opponents appear to be more in proportion to one another here.

		More importantly, the ball animates much more convincingly than in Super Doubles. The ball moves back and forth over the net authentically, and as it bounces between rackets it appears to grow and shrink in a more visually correct manner. It’s a subtle difference, but there’s a greater sense of realism and consistency to Nintendo’s animations that actually affects how the game plays (even more so than the similar animation in Baseball), making it more playable and fun.
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		Tennis closely follows the rules of the game, up to and including the inclusion of full three-match play. A full one-on-one session of Tennis can take the better part of an hour, which definitely sets the game apart from its arcade forebears, which were designed for quick quarter drops. Of course, the adjustable difficulty settings can affect game speed, as the greater the challenge level the more quickly the players and ball—and thus the action—move. On the easiest setting, a seasoned player can make short work of the CPU over a leisurely hour, while the higher difficulty levels will test your skills more vigorously in a much briefer time frame.

		Play the game at a difficulty level on par with your actually skills and you’ll find Tennis does a nice job of giving you a difficult but not impossible game. As with Baseball, the AI is neither moronic nor unreasonably skilled; the computer will occasionally appear to flub a return on purpose, but that’s probably just the game’s way of making up for the fact that the computer has some subtle, invisible advantages. For one thing, despite all the graphical embellishments, it can still be difficult to judge your precise relationship to the ball—a problem the CPU never has to deal with. You also seem to have very little control over where the ball goes; it tends to veer in the same direction no matter how you approach it, meaning a sustained volley inevitably ends with you hitting it out of bounds as you creep along ever closer to the penalty line.
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			The prehistory of Nintendo’s Tennis: (Left) Mattel’s Tennis for Intellivision. (Middle) Activision’s Tennis for Atari 2600. (Right) Super Doubles Tennis by Data East.

			(credit: vgmuseum.com)

		
		The other significant flaw in Tennis is that the visual perspective essentially makes one-on-one play impossible. Because the back court is so much smaller than the foreground, a player stuck back there would be at a massive disadvantage, with much less space and pixel information to work with. So Tennis simply removes the head-to-head option altogether; the two-player mode for Tennis consists of doubles only. It’s an unfortunate compromise, but one made in exchange for great visual presentation—and if indeed this game was patterned after Super Doubles Tennis (as it appears to have been), it was a conscious and established design choice.

		While tennis video adaptations have come a long way in terms of presentation over the past 30 years, NES Tennis holds up well—there is, after all, only so much you can do with a real-world sport whose basic format is simple enough that it could be distilled down to serve as the topic of the world’s first video game.

		In fact, Nintendo’s latest follow-up to Tennis—Mario Tennis: Ultra Smash—arrived recently on Wii U and used the same general format as the NES game. While it included plenty of new features, most of those were novelty modes, weird court layouts, or special challenges.  As far as the basic sport goes, though, Tennis pretty well nailed it way back in 1984… even without amiibo support. It introduced America to the NES in fine style, and in the process taught a lot of very confused children about how the rules of the game work.

	



	Gamer Vs. Gamer: THE VS. UNISYSTEM

	
		Nintendo was never truly an arcade game developer. Certainly the company saw great success with Donkey Kong and its follow-ups, but those games didn’t originate entirely inside of Nintendo. The actual programming and engineering of the boards fell to contractors, e.g. Ikegami Tsushinki. By the time Nintendo took programming in-house, the Family Computer had arrived. Its incipient success would provide a safer, more reliable revenue stream for Nintendo than risky arcades, and that’s where the company’s primary development efforts would center.

		The Vs. System, also known as the Unisystem, demonstrated just how eager Nintendo actually was to move away from the arcade business. The first Vs. System releases arrived half a year after the Famicom’s launch, well before the console had picked up any real steam even in Japan, and it demonstrated the company’s vision for game development: Home first, arcade second.

		Nintendo wouldn’t abandon arcades altogether, but its days of launching new creations as coin-ops was almost at an end by 1984. A Vs. System board was essentially a beefed-up Famicom motherboard and game ROM wired for high-end RGB monitors, allowing Nintendo to get extra mileage from console software. Players could test a theoretically faithful rendition of their potential NES purchases (theoretically: As the lower-left flyer image denotes, Vs. Tennis allowed up to four players to compete against one another, a feature absent in the NES version).

		The Vs. System was (at least at first) a win-win for everyone: It debuted as a conversion kit for Donkey Kong, Popeye, et al., allowing arcade vendors to install new games without going to the expense of buying a new cabinet. It allowed Nintendo to retain its all-important presence in arcades without having to ship nearly as many full cabinets. And it worked as a sort of test-marketing tool for Nintendo, granting insight into the potential popularity and viability of home releases. Hence why Americans got Duck Hunt and the NES… and, presumably, why Ladies’ Golf and The Goonies never shipped for NES.
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			The Vs. System came in several configurations, the most iconic being the “red tent” (left), a face-to-face sit-down cabinet. More common: generic grey cabs (middle), which gradually replaced the initial Vs. System conversions for Donkey Kong and Mario Bros. machines. (credit: arcadeflyers.com)
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		Pinball

		ピンボール • Pinball

		Developer: Nintendo/HAL • Publisher: Nintendo

		Developer: Pinball • Release: Feb. 1984 (Japan) Oct. 1985 (U.S.) Sept. 1986 (Europe)

		NES-PN-USA

		
			Alternate version release data

			Vs. Pinball [Arcade, 1984]

			PlayChoice-10 [Arcade, 1986]

			Pinball [Famicom Disk System, 1989]

			Animal Crossing [GameCube, 2002]

			eCard [Game Boy Advance/eReader, 2002]

			Wii Virtual Console [2006]

			Wii U Virtual Console [2013]

		
	

	
		When Nintendo president Satoru Iwata passed away in July 2015, Nintendo lost more than an executive. They lost a friend and mentor, a man whose ties to the company went back more than 30 years. All the way back, in fact, to a time before the dawn of the NES.

		In the earliest days of the Family Computer, Nintendo began contemplating international ambitions for its console, looking beyond the bounds of Japan to the larger markets beyond. Nintendo executives eyed America with wariness. Although the company had a decent foothold in the U.S. arcade market, home consoles were a different matter altogether. Their relationships with vending distribution networks had no value whatsoever when it came to the world of toy and electronics retailers.

		Realizing what an uphill battle they’d need to fight in order to go it alone in America, Nintendo initiated talks with Atari, the company that hadn’t simply fared best in the U.S. console market—it had created the category altogether.  Had things worked out differently, we might have seen the NES released here under the Atari banner. It’s also possible we might never have seen the NES, period, if Atari had licensed it and sat on it to prevent a strong foreign competitor from muscling in on its business.

		We’ll never know, though, because these talks transpired in 1983, after the bottom had begun to fall out from the U.S. console market. Atari was in no position to bring a new console to market. On the contrary, it was simultaneously developing a system similar in power to the NES (the 7800), which would sit dormant for several years before finally reaching shelves after the NES arrived under Nintendo’s own imprint. Tha Atari talks fell through, obviously, and most likely for the best.
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		Despite the many failings and questionable choices Nintendo made with the NES, they managed to steer console gaming around the pitfalls that had buried the 2600, its developers, and its competitors. For a moment, though, Nintendo made an earnest effort to ally itself with Atari. In fact, according to a Gamasutra interview with HAL’s Yash Terakura, Nintendo approached the American games giant with a demo reel of sorts: Four classic American arcade titles that had been ported to the Famicom hardware to demonstrate how well Nintendo’s machine could handle creations that would have been more familiar to Atari’s executives. When the Atari talks fell through, those games vanished into the vaults for several years until HAL decided to publish them on their own in the west. Three of the four made it to market: Defender II, Joust, and Millipede. (The fourth, which historian Frank Cifaldi speculates to have been a port of Kangaroo, never shipped.)

		And what does this have to do with Iwata? Simple: He had been responsible for porting at least one of those Atari games, Joust.

		A huge computer nerd in the late ’70s and early ’80s, Iwata essentially cold-called Nintendo after he heard about the Famicom, hoping to score some work. Rather than simply send him packing, the future gaming giant put him to work right away. Iwata, as it turned out, had something Nintendo desperately needed: Intimate knowledge of the Famicom’s CPU, which was a variant of the CMOS 6502 that powered Iwata’s PC of choice, the Commodore PET. While 6502-based computers were quite common in the U.S.—besides the PET, it also appeared in the Apple II—they were scarce in Japan. Zilog’s Z80 processor had much better traction over there, appearing in a number of popular computers including NEC’s PC-6001 and Sharp’s X1. The Z80 also powered Nintendo’s immediate competitors in 1983, the MSX computer standard and SEGA’s SG-1000.

		The Famicom’s reliance on an unfamiliar foreign chip standard made qualified domestic programmers hard to come by. Meanwhile, in the days before third-party licensees, Nintendo had to come up with its own games to flesh out the Famicom library. Combine the scarcity of skilled talent with the need to assemble a library in rapid fashion and you can see why Nintendo would find Iwata’s expertise invaluable.
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		Iwata’s spec Joust conversion for Atari may have gone nowhere, but his next project for Nintendo fared far better: Pinball for NES. Pinball, as it turned out, was one of roughly half a dozen games that Iwata and his company HAL completed for Nintendo as contractors.

		Nintendo would spec out the visual and gameplay design of these titles, and Iwata would convert those concepts into working game code. The most famous of these is Balloon Fight (see the forthcoming Good Nintentions 1986). Pinball, however, was Iwata’s first published Famicom project, and it seemingly served as his transition from “random programmer who converted an arcade game for Nintendo on spec” to “reliable go-to guy.”

		By Iwata’s own account, he wasn’t a member of the original Pinball team. Instead, he was called in to help “fix” the program. According to the Cutting Room Floor wiki, two programmers’ names appear hidden in Pinball’s code: Satoshi Matsuoka and Satoru Iwata. From this, we can infer that Matsuoka ran into trouble working with the Famicom’s unfamiliar architecture, and Nintendo called in Iwata to get the project back on track. In any case, Pinball doesn’t seem to have suffered too badly despite these presumed bumps in the road; it launched right around the same time as Tennis as part of the first post-launch rollout of original Famicom content in February 1984.

		As with most of Nintendo’s earliest first-party creations for Famicom, Pinball was based on an existing game concept. Where Baseball and Tennis had a handful of precedents to compare against, though, Pinball was already one of the most popular concepts for a video game by the time Nintendo entered the market. And small wonder: Video games emerged from the arcades, where pinball had ruled the roost for decades. The first modern pinball tables were created by Williams shortly after World War II, and simpler variants of the game date back to the 19th century. It was only natural for video games to imitate their predecessors, like kittens learning to hunt by copying their parents.

		By 1984, pinball video games had evolved dramatically. The earliest games, including Videocart 17: Pinball Challenge for Fairchild Channel F and plain ol’ Pinball for Microvision, weren’t even pinball games—they were Breakout clones. The first “true” pinball console game was probably 1980’s Video Pinball for Atari 2600, which seems almost laughable in hindsight. It’s truer to the sport than those Breakout clones, but it lacks energy and dynamism. But by 1982, you had Night Mission Pinball for Atari computers and Apple II: A simple but detailed adaptation on the concept. And a year before that, Mattel had published its own simply-titled Pinball for Intellivision (an excellent game in its own right). Meanwhile, Electronic Arts trumped everyone in 1983 with Bill Budge’s Pinball Construction Set, a do-it-yourself kit that allowed players to build their own pinball tables from a collection of parts ranging from pegs to bumpers.

		By comparison, Nintendo’s Pinball offered very little new to the genre. But, as with both Baseball and Tennis, its advantage came in its refinement. If Tennis was likely based on Data East’s Super Doubles Tennis, it’s not hard to imagine Pinball drew similar inspiration from Intellivision Pinball. Both games used a multi-screen setup unique among other video pinball simulations. In order to preserve the verticality of a true pinball table while still displaying graphics that took full advantage of a horizontal television screen, these virtual tables spanned multiple screens, and the screen layout would change as the ball travelled to the next portion of the table. Both Intellivision and NES Pinball featured three screens total.

		Of the two, NES Pinball featured the more impressive graphics, and it worked more like a legitimate pinball machine. Intellivision Pinball’s three screens all felt like separate, self-contained spaces; the game began with players launching the ball into the first screen, and you’d reach additional screens by hitting targets at the top. On NES, however, it worked differently. You launched the ball from the bottom of one screen, and it would arc up to a second screen above.
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		This simple visual embellishment made NES Pinball feel like a single contiguous table, with the ball initially entering the top half and eventually dropping to the lower half if you let it slip past the bumpers. You could get the ball back up to the top section if you were very good, but there was a definite sense of progression to the action. Pinball’s third screen existed as a separate bonus screen, accessed much like the second and third screens of the Intellivision game: By hitting specific targets, the ball would “sink” and be whisked away to a bonus stage. Nintendo got a bit clever with its bonus table, bringing together the two schools of pinball video game design. Where Pinball’s two main screens resembled a proper pinball table, the bonus stage hearkened back to the pinball video games of the ’70s: It was less pinball and more Breakout. This sequence also brought together a lot of Nintendo’s own history as well—after all, the NES was made possible in large part through technical learnings and business relationships that resulted from Nintendo’s dedicated Breakout clones.

		And then there was the cameo. The “paddle” for the Breakout-style game was a small girder held aloft by Mario, and your goal with the minigame was to use the pinball to break away bricks holding up Pauline.  Once you cleared away the ground beneath her, Pauline would fall to the lower space. If you could catch Pauline and escort her safely to the edge of the screen without missing the ball, you’d rack up a tidy bonus.

		It was a clever and amusing diversion, and not a trivial one to include—ROM space in the old Black Box games came at a premium, so dedicating an entire screen to a separate game mode with its own rules took some doing. It’s not at all unlikely that the complexity of incorporating this extra sequence had something to do with Nintendo’s need to recruit Iawata. At the same time, Iwata may have brought more to Pinball than merely 6502 programming chops. A year before the Famicom game debuted, HAL had published a game called Pinball Spectacular for Commodore 64. Given the tiny size of HAL in 1983 and the C64’s similarities to the PET’s architecture, it’s safe to assume Iwata had worked on Pinball Spectacular, meaning he would have had prior experience with the genre.

		Pinball Spectacular hearkened back to the Fairchild Channel F take on the genre, which is to say it’s more like Breakout than true pinball—much like the bonus mode in the NES game. While there’s no concrete information about the development of Pinball online beyond general anecdotes about Iwata being called in to help out with programming duties, these connections are worth noting, as they likely helped shape the direction of one of Nintendo’s first original home console creations.

		Even beyond the amusing bonus mode, Pinball holds up today. It’s simple, sure, especially compared to modern pinball games or even NAXAT’s fantasy-style TurboGrafx-16 pinball sims. But the physics are spot on, and the ball—which appears quite large compared to the balls in previous console pinball titles—moves smoothly. The two main tables are packed with all the little details and interactive objects you’d expect to see on a real table: Drop targets, bumpers, spinners, and more. The flippers have multiple levels of responsiveness depending on how long you hold the buttons—not a true analog control, but a reasonable facsimile. You can activate a gate to block off the gutter by winning the roulette on the upper screen or flipping the card icons on the bottom screen, and you can block off the side gutters by passing the ball over the egg icons to make three chicks appear. And there are dozens of different ways to earn points, some active, some passive. Mostly, you’re just trying to raise the score as high as possible while keeping the ball alive. Even if you can’t tilt the table like in real life, it’s still addictive and fun.

		Although there had been plenty of respectable pinball video games by the time Nintendo’s Famicom adaptation made its debut, I’d argue that this was the first legitimately great take on the electromechanical classic for consoles. The smooth animation, responsive controls and physics, and great table and bonus design add up to an excellent package that holds up quite nicely more than 30 years later. Throw in the fact that it holds such an important place in Nintendo’s creative legacy thanks to Mr. Iwata’s involvement, and you have a legitimate classic. It also comes in a significant variant: The Vs. System version of the game. Unlike Baseball and Tennis, the arcade port of Pinball featured quite a few differences from its console predecessor, including revamped sound and graphics, alternate scoring tallies, and more.

		However you may choose to play it, Pinball remains a great pick-up-and-play time-waster. Its spiritual successors also merit a look as well; HAL built on Pinball several times over the years, including the very similar Revenge of the ’Gator for Game Boy and the excellent Kirby’s Pinball Land. This third NES game may have only a small legacy to its name, but it’s a good one.
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	TURN OF THE eCARDS

	
		Of all of Nintendo’s ongoing efforts to eke profit from its library of classic NES games, none are so strange as the eReader. A Game Boy Advance peripheral, the eReader hearkened back to the likes of Barcode Battler, bridging the gap between analogue and digital: Players could buy paper trading cards and scan them into the peripheral to unlock new material. In a way, it’s a conceptual forebear of augmented reality (which Nintendo attempted to make big with 3DS and actually made big with Pokémon Go).

		However,  the eReader incorporated a massive difference in functionality versus AR and its kin: Where AR simply activates or initiates functions already built into a system, the eReader’s eCards actually contained the data themselves. Each eCard had a strip of data that players read by swiping the card through the reader, similar to a credit card; the difference being that unlike a credit card, the eReader didn’t read magnetically encoded data. It read tiny printed data. In truth, the idea behind eCard data storage was basically the same as any digital system, as each tiny space of print screen read as either “on” (black) or “off” (white)—a true binary delivery method, like CD data literally writ large.

		Of course an eCard’s data density was much lower than that allowed by the microscopic pits of a compact disc. That makes it all the more bizarre that Nintendo decided to use eReader cards for its first standalone NES ROM distribution system, an ur-Virtual Console. The eReader cart itself contained an NES emulator, and Nintendo offered an unlucky 13 different NES ROMs via eCard. Naturally, the system was limited to the tiniest Black Box games—even the smallest ROM required five card swipes, with the largest in the series clocking in at a ludicrous 10—and the system couldn’t retain more than a single game at a time (likely an anti-piracy measure), forcing players to swipe the fragile cards any time they wanted to change games. A weird and inconvenient system. But still, there’s some novelty in playing Donkey Kong off a trading card…
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			Left: A selection of eCards.

			Center: Besides the encoded game data, eCards also included instructions and other information.

			Right: The stripe along the top and bottom of each eCard’s back side worked like a dense bar or QR code. This photo technically counts as piracy.
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		Zapper

		ガン • Gun

		Developer: Nintendo • Publisher: Nintendo

		Developer: Peripheral • Release: Feb. 1984 (Japan) Oct. 1985 (U.S.) Aug. 1987 (EU)

		NES-005

	

	
		Despite the fact that everyone always calls it a “light gun,” the Zapper didn’t work by firing light. Its technology instead worked by detecting light… and the particulars of its mechanisms help explain why it doesn’t work on modern televisions. While all NES games can run on original hardware, on 4K TVs, or through emulators, those that depend on the Zapper accessory have become increasingly difficult to use without complex workarounds.

		The Zapper was inspired by Nintendo’s Kousenjuu SP target-shooting toys, a popular line of gadgets the company produced throughout the ’70s. But those guns, and the ones Nintendo equipped in its Laser Clay Shooting System arcade installations, truly were light guns: They fired narrow beams of light that would register a hit if they struck a sensor on the target. In the case of the simple Kosenjuu toys, you fired at light sensors built into the toys. With projection-based games like the original Duck Hunt installation, you fired a beam of light that was reflected from the wall against which the targets were projected to strike a sensor located on the projector apparatus.

		However, the Zapper didn’t work along either of these principles. After all, what good would it do to shoot light beams at a television? A TV screen can’t register light input; it only projects. So rather than actively fire light, the Zapper passively read it. Nintendo built a light sensor inside the barrel of the gun—in other words, they put the target inside the pistol. This may seem an odd and backward approach to the problem, but it was a brilliant way to simulate arcade light gun tech with standard consumer-level televisions. Rather than force you to, say, position a sensor bar on top of your TV like later consoles would, the Zapper instead could read the TV display, at least on a primitive level.

		The Zapper contained fairly basic technology—after all, it was first released in Japan in 1984, and it had to be affordable—so it couldn’t read every single pixel of the screen. But it could determine the relative position of simple targets, and it could distinguish between individual frames of 50 or 60MHz televisions, and that was enough to allow it to work.
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		When you pulled the Zapper’s trigger for a game like Hogan’s Alley or Duck Hunt, the NES would cycle through a few frames of specialized animation. This happened so quickly as to be nearly imperceptible—after all, the NES was running at the same 60 frames-per-second standard that modern game tech snobs demand. Three consecutive frames of animation amount to 1/20 of a second, meaning the Zapper’s mechanics passed by so quickly it almost seemed like you imagined them.

		Pulling the Zapper’s trigger would cause several things to happen, depending on the game. Generally, it worked something like this: On the first frame, the screen flashed completely to black or white. On the second frame, solid white boxes replaced the sprites of the target graphics. (If you slow down a video of Duck Hunt, this becomes extremely visible: The ducks are replaced by rectangular white sprites after each shot.) Finally, on the third frame, the entire screen blanked entirely to black before returning to normal.

		The overall visual effect of this sequence to the human eye is of a brief flash and an almost imperceptible hint of some kind of graphical weirdness, but to the Zapper those three frames provided important instructions. The first white frame acted as a sort of message to the Zapper saying, “Hey, something important is about to happen.” This solid white screen put the Zapper’s sensor into an active state, telling the software to watch for the next frame.

		The second frame, where targets become boxes, acted as the key frame in which the gun could determine a hit or a miss. If you were aiming directly at a target, the Zapper would see a white box dead center in its sights and therefore register a hit.

		So, in Duck Hunt, for example, the screen blanks entirely to black for one frame once you pull the trigger. On the second frame, the duck sprites become white boxes. The third frame restores the background but not the ducks, as the game takes that frame cycle to calculate hits and misses. When the sprites return on the fourth frame, they reflect your success or failure: If you missed, the duck continued flying around, but if you’ve scored a hit, the sprite changes to that of a stunned duck plummeting to the ground.

		In Hogan’s Alley, the cycle works a little differently, though the principle remain the same. The first frame after pulling the trigger is solid black, but the next two frames cycle through different sets of white boxes: One frame for each target on the screen. The game cross-checks to determine which frame, if any, registers a target dead-center in the gun’s sensor. If your direct hit registers during a frame highlighting a bad guy, you win; if you took aim at a civilian, though, you lose.

		Meanwhile, Wild Gunman’s A mode doesn’t use this frame cycling at all—the game doesn’t judge for accuracy in the one-on-one shoot-outs, only speed. So long as you pull the trigger in time, you win.
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			(1) Duck Hunt firing cycle, first frame: A solid black screen; (2) second frame: Where the duck sprites become small white boxes that the Zapper can read; (3) fourth frame: A registered hit results in a dead duck.

		
		The targeting frames with the white boxes were essential in any game with specific targets, as they reported to the Zapper’s sensor the accuracy of your aim. But just as important was the black initial frame, which served as an anti-cheat measure. The Zapper lacked the ability to properly resolve pixels or to determine exactly what the bright white at the center of the sensor was. It would have been entirely possible for players to trick the Zapper by simply pointing at a light bulb for the duration of the game, causing a bright object to sit at the center of the sensor. By introducing a single frame of pure black, though, Nintendo’s designers made that impossible; if the Zapper doesn’t read a blank screen after seeing a target, the game knows you’re cheating.

		Unfortunately, this clever anti-cheat measure also prevents Zapper from working on modern televisions. The upscaling process that NES graphics have to undergo in order for the system’s 240p visuals to display on 720p or 1080p HDTVs introduces a moderate amount of lag even under the absolute best of circumstances. A dedicated upscaler like Micomsoft’s XRGB Mini adds a frame of lag; if you depend on a television’s built-in upscaler, you may have to deal with as many as four or five frames of added lag. And even if you’re playing with an HDMI-based system like the RetroUSB AVS, you still have to contend with the inherent lag of flat screen television display (the best of them still create a frame or two of lag).

		One paltry frame or even two may not seem like a big deal, but Zapper games are programmed to expect certain signals at absolutely precise times. If the light gun doesn’t see the sequence of on-screen indicators it expects exactly within the 1/60 of a second interval it expects them, it ignores the data that does come in. Even a single frame of display delay means your game will function out of sync with the Zapper’s programming, rendering a game unplayable.

		Nintendo has reprogrammed several Zapper games for Wii U Virtual Console, replacing the light gun with the motion-sensing Wii remote. It’s a welcome development, but you’re limited to playing the handful of Zapper games Nintendo has adapted. For light gun aficionados, whether on NES or later systems that used more sophisticated technology (such as the PlayStation’s GunCon), the only reliable solution is to keep a CRT television around for proper, lag-free shooting gameplay.
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			(1) Hogan’s Alley firing cycle, second frame: Criminal sprites replaced with white boxes; (2) third frame: A civilian sprite placed by white boxes; (3) sixth frame: Registered hits and misses displayed.

		
		The caveats of light gun technology also mean the act of capturing Zapper footage for the screenshots in this book at the same quality level as that of standard games required significant workarounds. I record from a modified NES that outputs RGB video for an upscaler that converts the graphics to high definition, but I can’t run the system directly into the upscaler. My upscaler and HD television add about three frames of lag to the equation—nothing I can’t deal with for play, but more than enough to make Zapper gaming impossible. So, instead, the capture process goes like this: The NES sends video to a CRT, which allows me to use the light gun. The video then passes through the CRT, which is a high-end model that allows for both RGB input and passthrough output. From there, it feeds into the upscaler, from which it runs into a capture device that splits the signal to my computer and my HDTV for reference. This, of course, is ridiculous, especially to play a fairly forgettable game like Wild Gunman! But it perfectly embodies the fleeting nature of vintage games and the challenges involved in keeping classics alive as mainstream technology evolves and leaves them behind.

		The Zapper, like many pieces of old game tech, was designed to create a clever illusion around a very specific type of technology—one that has not only been deprecated, but which is no longer manufactured anywhere in the world. Who knows, maybe CRT televisions will undergo a resurgence similar to that of vinyl records and suddenly go back into production again… but it seems unlikely.

		So savor whatever time you can get with games like Duck Hunt. Sure, they’re simple, but someday it’ll be impossible to play them except through emulation. They’ll become victims of the march of technology. And that’s the kind of killer you can’t gun down in a simplistic law enforcement shooting range simulation.
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			(1) The Japanese Zapper was simply called “Gun,” and looked the part. (Courtesy of Steven Lin) The design changed due to safety concerns in the U.S., which eventually led (2) to the Zapper’s 1989 redesign which kept the same sci-fi look but replaced smoke-grey plastics with safety orange. Both U.S. variants of the gun have been canonized (3) in Nintendo’s popular team arena shooter Splatoon, where the Zapper ’85 and Zapper ’89 were added in an update soon after launch.
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		Wild Gunman

		ワイルドガンマン • Wild Gunman

		Developer: Nintendo • Publisher: Nintendo

		Developer: Shooting (Light Gun) • Release: Feb. 1984 (Japan) Oct. 1985 (U.S.) Feb. 1988 (Europe)

		NES-WG-USA

		
			Alternate version release data

			PlayChoice-10 [Arcade, 1986]

			Wii U Virtual Console [2015]

		
	

	
		When Back to the Future Part II protagonist Marty McFly traveled with Doc Brown in a flying nuclear DeLorean 30 years into the future, to October 21, 2015, he stumbled across a couple of kids playing Wild Gunman in a retro ‘80s cafe. While the kids scorned the game for forcing them to use their hands, Marty seemed excited by the sight of the classic Nintendo shooter. Now keep in mind that Marty’s temporal origin point of October 25, 1985 meant that to his point of view, Wild Gunman had only been released in the U.S. a few days earlier in extremely limited quantities.

		The NES’s initial U.S. launch was exactly one week prior to Marty’s precipitous departure from Hill Valley under threat of death-by-terrorist. What few games magazines existed didn’t report on the NES until months later, and the system’s debut made no headlines. The NES’s launch in October 1985 initially happened at just a handful of retailers specifically located in New York City, with the national rollout happening in mid-1986.

		Wild Gunman would eventually appear in PlayChoice-10 arcade cabinets, but that system didn’t debut until 1986. And while Nintendo’s Vs. System had been present in American arcades since early 1984, Wild Gunman was never distributed in that format. So it follows that Marty either followed game news closely through early online services, or else he was even cannier than that and actually had access to an imported Famicom prior to the NES launch. In either case, you have to respect the guy’s commitment to nerdiness—he was way ahead of the curve.

		But while Wild Gunman was a cool new concept in video games for Americans when it debuted on NES, for Japanese gamers it felt more like a fun blast from the past. Duck Hunt would be the light gun pack-in for the American console, but Wild Gunman marked Nintendo’s first foray into Famicom light gun games back east. It even shipped in a special package that contained both the game and the light gun, which is about the closest you’ll ever see to a pack-in game in Japan.
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		Wild Gunman had heritage among Japan game enthusiasts, and its arrival on Famicom definitely drew a through-line connecting the console to Nintendo’s long history as a toy maker. It made a clear statement that Famicom was simply the latest iteration in Nintendo’s legacy of innovative electronic toys.

		The game itself is ridiculously simple—it was barely enough to qualify as a standalone piece of software back in 1985. These days, it feels like the sort of thing that would be nothing more than a minigame within a much larger collection of games—and in fact, that’s exactly true, since Wild Gunman appears as a microgame in the WarioWare series. Of course, at the time, Wild Gunman had to stand alone as its own game, because the system’s cartridges couldn’t have handled anything more. Unlike most other NES launch games, Wild Gunman featured big, detailed graphics drawn in Nintendo’s ‘80s house style, which was patterned after Shigeru Miyamoto’s art (if not actually drawn by him). Where sprites in other games tended to be extremely small, the characters in Wild Gunman were nearly one-third the height of the screen. They would march onto the screen, change direction, and flop comically to the ground when shot.

		Players can choose from three different modes in Wild Gunman. Mode A is a one-on-one showdown in which a rival marches onto the screen, takes position, and shouts “FIRE!” Literally shouts, in fact—Wild Gunman was the first NES game to take full advantage of the system’s fourth audio channel, which allowed for digital sampling. No doubt the brief, scratchy voice clip that plays during each faceoff also consumed a ton of cartridge space, further reducing the opportunity for more diverse and varied game content.

		You have a split-second after an opponent’s eyes flash to gun him down, or else he’ll shoot instead and knock a life off your total. There are five different opponents altogether, though little besides their appearance distinguishes them. Each opponent has a semi-randomized reaction time to beat, measured in hundredths of a second, which is given in the upper portion of the screen as they emerge onto the stage.  If you don’t take aim and fire within this fraction of a second, you lose. While enemy times vary, certain characters tend toward opposite ends of the time scale. The timid, lanky gunman and the bolo-wearing rancher tend to offer the most time, sometimes as much as 9/10s of a second. On the other hand, the guy in the brown leather vest tends to have the fastest reactions, sometimes as little as 4/10 of a second.

		Assuming you manage to beat these times, you’re given bonus points based on every tenth of a second by which you outshoot your opponent. This is added to the base reward you earn for bringing in these deadly desperados. As you advance, rival gunman tend to give you less time to fire but offer larger rewards. There’s no endgame to Wild Gunman besides running out of lives, either from being too slow on the draw or firing before being told to shoot.

		For those who master the A game, Wild Gunman also offers a B mode in which players face off against two gunmen at a time. This is a much more difficult prospect, since you can’t simply hold an opponent in your sights and fire as soon as he gives the word. B mode requires faster reflexes and precise aiming, as well as the ability to instantly recognize when one fighter draws his weapon but the other doesn’t. It works as a sort of expert mode.

		However, the real fun comes in the third mode, in which gunmen pop up at random in the doors and windows of a building. In this mode, you don’t need to wait to be given permission to shoot—as soon as you see a bad guy, you can unload into him. While it’s a bit more forgiving in that sense, it also brings its own distinct challenge: Limited ammunition.

		Still, that’s about all there is to the game. It’s fun and colorful, but you can see the entirety of the game in about five minutes. Each opponent you face represents a different Old West stereotype: From a bolo-wearing rancher to a leather-clad outlaw to the somewhat unfortunate bandito in his serape and sombrero. It’s hard to be too offended by the more questionable character designs given the general silliness of the game—at worst, Wild Gunman offers innocent, lighthearted fun that happens to hail from a less sensitive time and a country whose only exposure to the Old West came from American western films.

		Still, it’s tough to imagine Nintendo making a game exactly like Wild Gunman these days, since the game consists entirely of players gunning down human characters. But again, its roots lay in Nintendo’s product line from the 1970s, where they produced far more risqué material than a shooting gallery consisting of cartoonish Old West stereotypes. The original Wild Gunman first appeared in 1974, a decade before the Famicom version made its debut. Nintendo produced it as an arcade machine, but it wasn’t a video game. Rather, it was an electromechanical amusement based around a projector system that used dynamic film loops to present players with a standoff in which they dueled with live-action cowboys. Based on the speed and accuracy of the player, the projector would switch to register either a successful hit or the enemy firing, game over.

		According to Florent Georges’ book The History of Nintendo, Wild Gunman was created—unsurprisingly—by resident design genius Gunpei Yokoi. It demonstrated the company’s enduring ability to respond to financial challenges, both internal and external.

		Wild Gunman was part of a line of compact projection-based shooting amusements that president Hiroshi Yamauchi commissioned to pull Nintendo out of massive debt brought on by a failed business gamble. In 1973, Nintendo had introduced an elaborate large-scale target shooting installation called the Laser Clay Shooting System to take advantage of the empty space left in wake of Japan’s collective abandonment of bowling. Bowling had been a huge phenomenon in Japan in the ’60s, but interest tapered quickly in the face of new amusements like karaoke early in the ’70s.
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		Japanese popular culture tends to be extremely faddish and trend-driven, and that was certainly the case with bowling; it went from massive hit to uncool drudge almost overnight. All those expensive bowling alleys that popped up to take advantage of the trend couldn’t be repurposed overnight, and Nintendo saw an opportunity there to create new forms of entertainment in otherwise disused spaces. The Laser Clay Shooting System initially looked as though it would work out to be a huge success, with orders coming in from all across the country, but then disaster struck: The OPEC oil crisis.

		In October 1973, the OPEC nations decided as one to raise prices of crude oil exports as a punitive measure against America’s military support for Israel, and the embargo caused a global recession. Japan, which depended almost entirely on imported oil, was hit particularly hard, and pricey diversions like indoor target shooting suddenly held little interest. Buyers who had ordered but not yet received Laser Clay systems canceled their purchases in droves, and Nintendo lost a tremendous amount of money through no fault of their own… besides having taken a creative gamble on an innovative new installation product at an impossibly terrible time. Determined to recoup their losses, Nintendo reworked the technology into a smaller, less expensive product called Mini Laser Clay, which also failed to sell in suitable numbers.

		In desperation, they reworked Mini Laser Clay one final time to become the Wild Gunman booth installation. This new system allowed players to place themselves in the role of a gunslinger in the climactic shootout of a spaghetti western. Unlike the bowling-lane-sized Laser Clay Shooting System, Wild Gunman shipped in a machine whose physical footprint wasn’t much larger than that of a deluxe pinball cabinet, making it far more economical than their first venture.
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		The game proved to be a respectable hit, and Nintendo soon produced other similar products to help dig the company out of the money pit the oil crisis had stranded them in. Some of these became future NES games, while others—such as Fascination, which involved shooting clothes off a woman until she was left nude—never made it outside of Nintendo’s offices.

		 In effect, the Laser Clay Shooting System and Wild Gunman were adaptations of existing Nintendo products: The Kousenjuu SP toy line. Introduced back in 1971, Kousenjuu SP had been a light-based target shooting system that allowed players to target interactive toys. While they were immobile and didn’t “fire back” at players the way Wild Gunman’s projected gunslingers did, a Kousenjuu SP figure would trigger some sort of electromechanical reaction when hit in the light sensor. Initially these responses consisted of lights or sounds, but the two final Kousenjuu toys—1976’s Custom Gunman and Custom Lion—were much more elaborate affairs consisting of plastic figurines that would collapse into a heap if hit in their target sensor.

		The Kousenjuu series is also noteworthy for the key role it played in Gunpei Yokoi’s design career. After the success of the initial line, Nintendo produced the advanced Kousenjuu Custom series, which offered much more advanced devices. The Custom gun was rated for pinpoint accuracy at 100 meters versus the standard model’s 4-5 meters.

		While impressive, this turned out to be utterly inane as a product. According to Georges, Japan’s cramped urban spaces meant finding a clear 100-meter space in which to play practically impossible… and in any case, the toy-sized targets became vanishingly small at that distance and were essentially impossible to see, let alone hit. More to the point, the Custom series also cost twice as much as the basic Kousenjuu model.

		With a prohibitive price and impractical design, the Kousenjuu Custom line proved an absolute disaster, selling about five percent of its initial projections. But the hard lesson it offered helped inform Yokoi’s subsequent work: His toys and other consumer products afterwards were forever budget-conscious and designed with an eye for the realities of play. That’s why, for example, Game Boy had a crummy screen and an energy-efficient processor rather than trying to compete with Atari’s Lynx with its ravenous 16-bit chip and a backlit color screen. It’s easy to forget just how wedded Nintendo’s early game consoles were to its toymaking heritage, but Wild Gunman was right there in the thick of things.

		That connection was particularly clear for Japanese consumers. Unlike the sci-fi Zapper Americans received, the Japanese Famicom light gun took the form of a plastic revolver, a six-shooter designed to complement the Old West aesthetic of Wild Gunman. Not only that, but the Famicom Gun shipped separately from the console in a package whose coloring, artwork, and typography bore a strong resemblance to the Kousenjuu Custom Gunman set and the standalone gun from 10 years prior. The product sent a clear message: The Famicom was a video game console, yet some of the games it offered were the latest iterations of beloved, classic arcade installations.

		The console was more of an evolution of Nintendo’s products than it was a radical reinvention. Still, I doubt Marty McFly knew any of that, even if he was enough of a super-Nintendo geek (or perhaps an import enthusiast) to be aware of (and a crack shot at) Wild Gunman a mere week after the game’s limited American debut.
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			Left: The original Wild Gunman projection cabinet. (credit: giantbomb.com)
			
Center and right: Back to the Future II’s rendition of Wild Gunman, which takes liberties with both enemy numbers and designs (Nintendo’s actual character designs are far less racially charged). ©Universal
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		It may seem hard to comprehend in this era of televised anime and convenience store sushi, but Nintendo’s challenge in bringing the Famicom to the American market in the ’80s was as much cultural as logistical. Sure, the reluctance of retailers to carry yet another game system after being burned so badly on unsold console stock after the Atari crash presented a massive obstacle… but so too did the fact that many Americans simply didn’t like Japan.

		The generation that had fought against Japan in World War II, perhaps suffering injuries or losing friends and loved ones in the Pacific Theatre, ran the show in the ’80s. They still remembered the war, and that—at the time—Japan had been the only nation ever to launch a military attack against American soil. All that wartime anti-Japan sentiment and propaganda (created by such pillars of pop culture as Bugs Bunny and Doctor Seuss) was hard to let go of. Sure, the Allies defeated Japan with horrifying finality by leaving radioactive scars where two cities had once stood, but resentment doesn’t fade easily. Japan certainly didn’t ameliorate those grievances when the country overcome its resounding WWII defeat by building itself into an industrial powerhouse. By the time the NES launched, that poor little ruin of a nation had somehow gone from humbled in wartime defeat to poised to conquer the global economy.

		As the ’70s became the ’80s, Japanese automotive corporations took advantage of the same oil crisis that had caused Nintendo so much trouble, pushing its fuel-efficient cars as an alternative to Detroit’s unionized gas-guzzlers. Electronics companies like Sony introduced innovative devices such as the Walkman. Japanese interests bought up American properties.

		Bad memories and alarming business trends mixed into an unfriendly climate for Nintendo’s Famicom export plans: The NES represented a bold strike into the American living room, directed at the minds and hearts of innocent American children, and it supplanted failed American businesses like Atari in the process. The potential for bad feelings and pushback ran high.
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		Corporations don’t come much more Japanese than Nintendo—from the company’s name to its history as a manufacturer of hanafuda playing cards, Nintendo had nearly a century of being staunchly and traditionally Japanese under its belt at the time of the NES launch. But Nintendo also had a long history of navigating tricky cultural climates, from early 20th century laws that banned gambling in Japan to the hardships of the post-WWII era. Nintendo President Hiroshi Yamauchi knew better than to run headlong to challenge the massive U.S. market, and the company had built up its overseas presence slowly over time: First with distribution partners, then by establishing its own overseas distribution branch under Minoru Arakawa.

		Nintendo’s approach went deeper than simply building a logistics chain, though; the company also relied heavily on a team of Americans who understood the realities of their home market. Though Nintendo’s Japanese executive team called the shots both then as now, the particulars of company’s entry into the home market were largely determined by the likes of Howard Lincoln and Gail Tilden. It was the U.S. team that directed the console’s marketing as it journeyed into the States, not only branding the system but also tweaking its design for the U.S. market. Arakawa’s staff played a big part in deciding which games would reach American retail, helping to winnow out games that wouldn’t appeal to American interests (such as Mahjong) or that might offend American moral sensibilities (for instance, reportedly culling Devil World from the U.S. lineup in response to fears about purported ties between games like Dungeons & Dragons to Satanism).

		A huge part of the Famicom’s conversion into the NES involved its appearance—making it appeal to American tastes while sneaking it past game-averse retail buyers. The bright white-and-red Famicom looked far too much like a toy for the U.S., where consoles had been cast in stoic blacks and woodgrain paneling to resemble stereo equipment. Nintendo initially redesigned the console to take on a sleek, science-fiction look — less stodgy than earlier consoles in a reflection of the changing tastes of the mid ’80s New Wave aesthetic, yet still undeniably resembling a piece of powerful consumer entertainment technology. That still wasn’t enough for American retailers, who could only see the fact that this was still basically the same thing as the ColecoVisions that were cluttering Kay Bee and Toys ’R Us stock rooms across America.
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		The final NES ended up looking more like a VHS deck, including a clever if ultimately failure-prone front-loading slot that required players to insert cartridges as if they were video tapes. And it shipped alongside two peripherals: R.O.B. the Robot Operating Buddy, and the Zapper light gun.

		R.O.B. ended up looking almost exactly the same in the U.S. as he did in Japan, save for a color variation—presumably because R.O.B. was designed as a gimmick specifically for the U.S. market. The Zapper, on the other hand, looked almost nothing like its Japanese version. In Japan, Nintendo pushed Wild Gunman pretty hard due to its remarkable legacy in that country. Fittingly, the Famicom light gun perfectly resembled an Old West six-shooter: A solid black revolver that even came with a holster for players to wear. The American version couldn’t have been more different. While it retained the same basic pistol shape and light-sensing technology of the Japanese gun, it abandoned the Winchester look of the Wild Gunman pack-in in favor of something that resembled a Luger from 200 years in the future.

		The sci-fi look of the Zapper didn’t really tie it to any of Nintendo’s early light gun games, which tended to be grounded in more real-world settings: The Wild West, police work, or hunting birds. On the other hand, it also didn’t cause quite so much consternation among parents about gun safety.

		Catching Satanism from tabletop RPGs wasn’t the only parental scare of the mid-’80s in America; there were far more substantial and substantiated fears resulting from kids being shot by police for playing with too-realistic toy guns. The conversation around these hazards would eventually lead to laws requiring all toy guns to feature bright safety colors, but in the meantime Nintendo wisely undertook some self-censorship.

		It was a smart move. Anecdotally, my own parents refused to let me buy a Transformers Megatron figure, because the robot changed form into a convincing Walther P-38 replica. However, they found Shockwave, a Transformer who could become a ridiculous purple space gun, far more acceptable. Likewise, the Zapper with its Buck Rogers makeover was no problem. No one would ever mistake it for a real weapon, even before it underwent its safety orange makeover in 1989.

		The sci-fi American Zapper had another, more subtle benefit as well: It became game-agnostic. Where the Japanese gun’s revolver-like stylings tied it permanently to Wild West shoot-out Wild Gunman, Zapper didn’t feel specific to any particular piece of software. That turned out to be important in the U.S., because Americans didn’t particularly gravitate toward Wild Gunman. Instead, it was a different Zapper game that won hearts and minds over here: Duck Hunt.

		According to NES hardware designer Masayuki Uemura, Duck Hunt was the game that convinced Nintendo its plans to export the Famicom had potential despite the doom and gloom of American retailers. Corporate buyers could argue that American kids wouldn’t want to play video games, but the rousing success of Duck Hunt’s arcade trial run in the Vs. System suggested otherwise.

		And, really, the game’s popularity made perfect sense. As Uemura noted, Americans love guns. The United States was estabished on the strength of guns that helped kick out the British and drive Native Americans from their land. When the framers of the Constitution sat down to pen their first round of revisions, the right to bear arms came only after the right of free expression. Americans use guns for war, for hunting, for sport, and even apparently for grocery shopping now.

		Naturally, a game that let players hold a gun and shoot targets on the screen would do well here, right? But that’s a glib assessment. Duck Hunt wasn’t the only light gun game to come to American arcades before the NES launch; it was accompanied by Hogan’s Alley. So how come that didn’t perform as well?

		Simply put: Duck Hunt is a brilliant game. Simplistic, yes, but that’s part of its appeal.

		Duck Hunt demanded more than simple quick-draw reflexes. Wild Gunman’s rival gunmen were fixed, stationary targets who tested players’ ability to fire in response to a time challenge. Duck Hunt, on the other hand, presented players with moving targets: A host of ducks that would take to the air, flutter around unpredictably for a moment, then take off for safer spaces. While its targets offered a more generous window of time in which to take them down, their quick, erratic movements demanded skillful aiming. The randomized unpredictability of the ducks perfectly complemented the game’s interface; in an era when game control schemes had yet to settle into universal standards, Duck Hunt offered refreshing directness. Nintendo would repeat this conceptual success two decades later with Wii Sports, but in 1985 nothing felt more natural than gunning down flying birds.

		Duck Hunt did offer a few different play mechanics to keep things lively. Besides the randomized motion of the birds, they also came in three different forms, color-coded to represent their trickiness. The green-headed black ducks were the slowest-moving and thus the easiest to take down, while the brown ones were dauntingly fast, perhaps as a way to overcompensate for looking so boring.

		As with Wild Gunman, Duck Hunt played in two modes: One in which ducks appeared singly, and one in which they emerged in pairs. The third mode offered an even greater departure from the standard game than Wild Gunman’s Gang Mode: It dropped the ducks altogether in favor of a clay target shoot. A round of Duck Hunt worked simply: Your canine companion would leap into the brush to scare up some fowl, startling ducks into the air one or two at a time. Each duck would flap around for a few seconds, and if you didn’t manage to shoot it with one of the three rounds you were given, it would escape off-screen and count as a miss.

		After 10 ducks had either been gunned down or fluttered to freedom, the round would end and the player’s score would be tallied. Each successful shot would register on the scoreboard as a red “kill” icon. Provided you took down enough ducks to push the red tally past the score indicator beneath the icons, you would advance to the next round. A game of Duck Hunt ended when you failed to meet your requisite score—a requirement that increased every few rounds, causing the basic difficulty to ramp up in parallel the ever-faster motion of the birds. And that’s about all there was to it.

		Besides the intuitive design of the point-and-shoot interface, what made the game so addictive in spite of its simplicity was its whimsical personality. Sure, you were gunning down innocent wildlife, but Nintendo’s cartoonish visual design made it seem so inoffensive.  Shoot a duck and its eyes would bug comically before it plummeted to the ground to be held aloft by your dog. Miss, and of course your dog would rise from the rushes for a moment to snicker at your incompetence.

		Part of the game’s arcade success probably came from the fact that you could blast the dog in the bonus game, a socially irresponsible but deeply cathartic feature understandably excised from the home release (which dropped the bonus mode altogether). More than that, it was just a great-looking game with an intuitive interface and addictive design.

		Like Wild Gunman, Duck Hunt has deep roots in Nintendo history. It also drew heavy influence from a ’70s-era arcade attraction based on an early form of the light gun technology that eventually made its way to the console. In fact, both game variants in the Duck Hunt video game were based on Nintendo arcade attractions from the ’70s. The clay shooting extra mode is taken from Nintendo’s very first shooting installation attraction, the Laser Clay Shooting System, which was created as a sort of hermit crab concept that gave bowling alley operators something to do with all their unused acreage once Japan’s short-lived ’60s bowling fad died off. That ended up being a disaster for Nintendo due to the OPEC oil embargo, and Laser Clay Shooting System’s failure led to the creation of Wild Gunman as a way of repurposing the technology into a more compact and affordable format—one the size of a photo booth rather than an entire bowling alley.

		In scaling down the technology even further, Nintendo’s designers came up with a version that was suitable for home use. The result, Kousenjuu Duck Hunt, belonged to the same family as the company’s other light-based toys, though its light tech proved to be considerably more sophisticated. Where most Kousenjuu series toys consisted of simple, static targets that had to be shot in a small light sensor for a hit to register, Duck Hunt presented moving targets.

		Players didn’t take aim at toy ducks, but instead fired at an animated projection. The light gun’s beam would reflect off the wall, and a successful hit against a duck image would send a beam of light along the same path that the bird projection took from the machine. This means that an on-target shot would strike a light sensor located next to the duck projector and cause the animated birds to switch frames and movements to simulate falling.
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		It was an incredibly clever piece of technology that could be used in any living room with a bit of clear wall space, and Duck Hunt for NES simply took the concept to its next logical step. It retained the basic game elements of the Kousenjuu toy, added a healthy dose of speed and randomization, threw in a persnickety dog as a companion, and greatly reduced the complexity and space needed for play by compacting everything down to a console, a controller, and a TV. And really, Duck Hunt as a concept predates even that technology. SEGA had pioneered the art of pretending to kill innocent waterfowl with a 1969 arcade game called, yes, Duck Hunt. While it operated on an electromechanical system that lacked the sophistication of Nintendo’s light and projection system, the similarities between the two games probably aren’t a coincidence.

		In time, SEGA would launch its own console—the Master System—with its own Zapper-like light gun, the Light Phaser. The Master System never had a light gun game quite as simple-yet-appealing as Duck Hunt, though, proving once again that in any console war, it’s ultimately software quality that wins the day.

		Nintendo shipped Duck Hunt as a pack-in game for consoles that included the Zapper throughout most of the NES’s life. At launch, it came bundled with the Deluxe Set along with a separate Gyromite cart. After a couple of years, it shipped in a combo cartridge with Super Mario Bros. Eventually, Nintendo even crammed it into a triple cartridge along with Mario and World Class Track Meet for consoles that included the Power Pad exercise accessory.

		This all refers to American releases, of course—in Japan, Duck Hunt was never regarded as anything particularly special and didn’t remain in circulation for nearly as long as in the States. But even if it’s largely forgotten in its homeland, its iconic status in America shows that Nintendo’s U.S. ambitions panned out.

		Duck Hunt has gone on to become an iconic part of Nintendo’s history. While it wasn’t enough of a game to hang a franchise or even a sequel on, the sniggering dog and frantic birds remain well-loved, eventually earning a place on the latest Smash Bros. roster. Duck Hunt also served as the impetus for Nintendo to finally convert Zapper games to Wii U Virtual Console. Because Americans love guns, and they love Duck Hunt.
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				Left: Man’s best friend throws shade after the player misses a shot.
				
Center: a speedy brown duck wings its way to safety.
				
Right: one target shatters in the laser clay mode, though a missed second disc recedes safely into the distance to its left.
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				Left:  Vs. Duck Hunt’s exclusive bonus round, which let players fire back at the dog and was excised from the home release.
				
Right: Kosenjuu Wild Gunman as immortalized in WarioWare Inc.: Mega Microgame$.
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		Considering they’d never produced a console game prior to 1983 and had relied on outside contractors for their earliest arcade creations, Nintendo managed to crank out some pretty solid creations during the Famicom’s early days. The best of these ended up arriving in the U.S. for the NES launch. But Golf, which shipped in Japan about 10 months after the Famicom’s debut, may well have been the best of them.

		Granted, Golf looks both ugly and simplistic by today’s standards, but it was downright revelatory back in May 1984. It was, by far, the deepest and most playable golf game ever created to that point. Well, most likely—the specifics of golf’s video game evolution can be tough to pin down. The chronology of video games in general prior to, say, 1995 remains veiled in shadow and mystery, and the chain of golf evolution leading up to Nintendo’s take on the franchise consists of broad release dates and a great many generalizations.

		1984 saw a sort of convergent evolution of golf games, as several different developers landed on the same ideas. Nintendo documents its own history in Japan with meticulous care, so we definitely know the exact day on which their Golf game launched for Famicom: May 1, 1984. However, that year also saw the arrival of two other games that looked and played remarkably like Nintendo’s take on the sport: Ayako Okamoto’s Match Play Golf for SEGA’s SG-1000, and Super Golf for the Epoch Super Cassette Vision. Alas, these consoles have not been documented anywhere nearly as well as Famicom and NES, even in the Japanese corners of the Internet, so we don’t have a precise date on those other golf sims—only the year. So the question stands: Did they launch early in the year and happen by coincidence (or perhaps through sheer inevitability) to resemble Nintendo’s Golf? Or did they show up in the latter months of the year, suggesting their designers were able to get a peek at innovations percolating at Nintendo and fold those ideas into their own work, arriving at a common idea not through convergent evolution but by imitation?
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		This nugget of game history has been lost to time. But, ultimately, several different developers arrived at similar conclusions about how best to simulate the sport of golf in virtual form at around the same time. Whether this happened by coincidence, collaboration, collusion, or inevitability doesn’t really matter. In the end, Nintendo’s Golf would prove to be the most important and most influential of the three, simply because it saw widest distribution.  Neither the Cassette Vision nor SG-1000 platforms ever left Japan, limiting their audience to a small minority of gamers in a small island nation.  Golf for Famicom and NES, however, would show up everywhere. Not only did it see release in all regions where Nintendo distributed their first console, it also put in appearances in several other formats. According to Nintendo’s marketing materials, Golf would be the third American release for the Vs. arcade system, debuting in the West in October 1984—a full year before the NES itself first appeared overseas. Golf would also be one of several NES games Hudson ported to Sharp’s X1 PC, which turned out to be a far more faithful rendition of its source material than many similar conversions (like the infamous Super Mario Bros. Special).
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		As an early release for the most popular console of the ’80s, Golf sold quite well and has gone on to take an important place in Nintendo’s official lore; it’s appeared in the usual places (Virtual Console, as an eReader game, as an unlockable in old Animal Crossings) but despite its generic title and aesthetics it’s also provided cameos for titles like NES Remix and Captain Rainbow. Its DNA showed up in Wii Sports, with half of that game’s Golf mode consisting of direct polygonal conversions of the NES course’s holes. Additionally, Nintendo has revisited the fundamentals of Golf for NES through the years with a number of sequels, including NES Open Golf for NES and Game Boy’s Golf.

		But then, they’re hardly the only ones to have built on the legacy of this release. More or less every golf video game since 1985 has had NES Golf as its basis. Subsequent golf adaptations would add embellishments, but no one has ever really been able to improve on the fundamental workings that Nintendo established here. In effect, NES Golf breaks the sport down into five variables, resulting in a format that manages to be simple enough to grasp intuitively but complex enough that every playthrough differs from the last. Golf’s five key elements consist of:

		
				The course design

				The environment

				The player’s club selection

				The angle of the player’s stroke

				The force of the swing. 

		

		Of these elements, the course design is the only one that remains constant from session to session. You play the same 18 holes every time. They’re pretty good holes, too, gradually increasing in complexity until you’re working your way across a series of islands to a hole surrounded by water. All the hazards you’d expect are accounted for: Bunkers, water, trees, etc. However, everything else varies in replays. Only the environment could be considered partially fixed; the wind direction changes randomly as you drive the ball, but once you close in on the cup, the pitch of the green for a given hole remains the same every time.

		The wind’s direction and speed have the same basic effect as the putting green pitch: They influence how far your ball travels, and how far it strays from the direction you hit it. Wind is the more complex of the two, as it can be hard to predict how much impact it will have on a ball in flight. Sometimes even a strong sheer doesn’t seem to affect a drive as much as a less vigorous gust. The slope of the putting green, on the other hand, is much easier to predict and to harness to your benefit. The pitch is denoted by arrows that indicate the downslope of the green, and the ball will very consistently roll along in the direction of the arrows.

		The third play factor—club selection—is the trickiest, because it places a certain burden of expectation on players. As with Game Boy Golf [see Game Boy World 1989] which is basically the daguerrotype version of NES Golf, the game expends no effort to explain how clubs work, or what anything means. The manual offers a cursory explanation, but that’s about it. This is the one weak link here—no pun intended—as it makes Golf less intuitive than other NES sports games.

		On the other hand, what constituted a confusing learning curve for kids playing video games for the first time also helps give Golf real legs. There’s enough depth to this rendition of Golf that you can play it today and feel like you’re sinking your teeth into something meaty and substantial. By contrast, Tennis counts as merely functional by 2016 standards, and Baseball strains at tolerability. Golf has more lasting power, because it was a much deeper and more thoughtful take on its sport.

		The real mechanical genius of Golf came in the final two play variables: Direction and stroke power. Most golf simulations to this point had included the former, but had never really worked out the latter. At their simplest (for instance, on Odyssey2 and Atari 2600), golf games worked almost like the early Ys games, with your golfer playing the part of Adol Christin in plaid pants, ramming into the ball to get it to move in their preferred direction. An important innovation came to the genre when someone had the idea of detaching the player from the on-screen golfer and presenting the game through more of a third-person simulation view. Still, aiming only amounted to part of the puzzle; swing power was every bit as important as accuracy.

		Where club selection determines the angle of the ball’s flight, the force of a player’s swing determines distance. Only one golf sim prior to 1984’s explosion of more advanced games attempted to tread these difficult waters: The Blue Sky Rangers’ Golf for Intellivision. For a 1980, the Intellivision game was incredibly deep. If anything, it may have been a little too deep. That Golf made full use of Intellivision’s numeric keypad with its own in-depth custom overlay, and it offered a remarkable number of options for hitting the ball. You could select three different strokes (long, short, and medium), with the timing of your swing determining whether the ball would hook, slice, or fly straight.

		It was an admirable attempt at simulating the sport, but it also presented player with an awful lot to juggle at once. Nintendo found a happy middle ground between the enormous complexity of Intellivision Golf and the idiot simplicity of previous console games, compacting all those swing variables into a single meter. Once players teed up, their virtual duffer—who was pretty clearly another Mario cameo, though the bizarre Captain Rainbow recast him as a separate character—would pull back for a swing. At that point, a small meter would activate at the bottom of the screen, with a small arrow icon pulling back to the left before reversing and running off the meter to the right. By matching your button press to the movement of the meter, you could determine the force of your swing.
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		Each club had its own unique meter setup, with a narrow band representing optimal timing. By hitting that small spot on the meter, your golfer would connect with maximum power. Of course, not every shot demanded maximum power, and you could decrease your shot’s force by timing your button press to fall while the icon was away from the hot zone. The further from the hot zone you struck, the less power your swing or putt would have. This simple arrangement, combined with the effects of the different drives, gives you extraordinary fine control over the ball with two presses of a single button.

		The simplicity of Nintendo’s Golf arose as a matter of necessity, of course. The NES only had two face buttons, not the telephone keypad of the Intellivision, and everything had to be condensed down to work within the bounds of the console.

		While Golf didn’t list credits, Nintendo producer Kenji Miki is listed in Wii Sports Resort as the original designer of the 3D NES Golf courses that show up in the Frisbee Golf mode. Miki is also believed to have designed Baseball for NES, and if so, he did a much better job of things here. Golf for NES perfectly straddled the line between simulation complexity and breezy simplicity, and its power meter concept became the standard for golf video games more or less immediately. It remains an integral component of most mainstream golf games to this day, outside of those that feature a significant physical element—for instance, Wii Sports with its motion controls, or Golden Tee with its trackball.

		Again, NES Golf didn’t come into existence in a vacuum, and Miki’s innovations drew on a number of previous golf simulations, or at least suggested their influence. SEGA Champion Golf from 1983 was more or less the in-between step connecting Intellivision Golf and NES Golf. The existence of Champion Golf means that the similar timing of Golf for Famicom and Ayako Okamoto’s Match Play Golf probably was a simple matter of convergent evolution. In fact, SEGA’s 1984 game seems to have had some influence on Nintendo, who released a Vs. System module called Vs. Ladies Golf at the end of 1984.

		VS. Ladies Golf gave players a female avatar and switched up the course layouts, making it a sort of sequel or expansion pack. An NES version of Ladies Golf was teased in Nintendo of America marketing materials, but that version never actually materialized.

		The NES had a remarkable launch lineup for its era, but Golf is the first creation we’ve seen to have truly lasting influence over other games. It distilled a lot of design trends and ideas that had been floating around in the genre for a few years, offering just the right combination of depth and ease of play to become the golden standard for golf sims for decades to come. Most other golf games by other developers would use the same rules and design concepts as NES Golf through the years, adding embellishments but preserving the fundamentals. Golf rarely sees much praise for what it accomplished, but unassuming as it may look today, this really was Nintendo at its best.
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			Left: Vs. Ladies Golf [credit: mario.wikia.com]
			
Center: Golf U.S. Course [credit: wikipedia.org]
			
Right: Golf Japan Course [credit: themushroomkingdom.net]

		
	



	THE PLAYCHOICE OF A NEW GENERATION

	
		Marry the Vs. Unisystem together with a department store NES demo kiosk and the result would look almost exactly like the PlayChoice-10 system. The Vs. series hobbled along through the latter ’80s (its final release coming in the form of 1990’s Vs. Dr. Mario), but by 1987 or so Nintendo realized it could make its arcade releases even more economical—and a more effective sales pitch for NES—by literally slapping a variety of unvarnished NES ROMs into a cabinet and allowing players to shuffle through them at will for a few minutes.

		It was an even greater win-win scenario than the Unisystem offered. Nintendo and its licensees barely had to alter games to make them run on PlayChoice-10 (no more radical reinventions like Vs. Tennis’ four-player competitive doubles or Vs. Duck Hunt’s free-shooting bonus round). Kids got to test out new and sometimes even not-yet-released games, if their arcade vendor was on top of his game. And amusement owners had a cheap, steady stream of new software (up to 10 new games at a time!), plus they never had to worry about quarter drop rates: PlayChoice-10 was a time-based system, so players had to insert a coin for additional play on a consistent basis regardless of how well they were performing. With PlayChoice-10, fans also caught an early glimpse of Nintendo’s tendency to never let a good idea go unrecycled. The cabinet design resembled that of the original Punch-Out!!, with dual screens stacked one above the other. The secondary screen served various supplemental functions, including offering a simplified instruction listing for the currently active game. Functionally, though, the main screen worked exactly like the NES games contained within.

		The PlayChoice-10 cabinet has become a popular collector’s item… though not all collectors have pure intentions. Because the machine was essentially an NES capable of high-end graphical display, modders frequently plunder the NES-compatible picture processing unit (PPU) to integrate into their consoles for RGB output. Presumably the advent of high-quality FPGA-based NES clones will help end the desecration of this rare and vanishing arcade system. After all, it’s the only way to play the original Goonies in English.
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			Left: A PlayChoice-10 game select menu.

			[credit: arcade.xmission.com]

			Center: Konami’s The Goonies, a Famicom title that only appeared in the U.S. via arcades—never as a retail NES release. [credit: vgmuseum.com]

			Right: PlayChoice-10 proved to be a great success despite its tragic marketing.  [credit: arcadeflyers.com]
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		Hogan’s Alley

		ホーガンズアレイ • Hogan’s Alley

		Developer: Nintendo • Publisher: Nintendo

		Developer: Shooting (Light Gun) • Release: June 1984 (Japan) Oct. 1985 (U.S.) Dec. 1987 (Europe)

		NES-HA-USA

		
			Alternate version release data

			Vs. Hogan’s Alley [1984]

			PlayChoice-10 [1985]

			Wii U Virtual Console [2015]

		
	

	
		The Nintendo Entertainment System debuted alongside no less than three light gun games on day one in the U.S.—games that had been rolled out in Japan the previous year, one at a time. Of the trio, Wild Gunman has the strongest general pop culture foothold thanks to its prominent role as a Chekhov’s gun (or rather, Chekhov’s light gun) in the second Back to the Future movie. Meanwhile, Duck Hunt remains best-known among older Nintendo fans thanks to its amusing personality, enduring cast of animal characters, and the fact that it was packed in with various version of the NES hardware up into the ’90s.

		But what of the third game? What of Hogan’s Alley? The third of Nintendo’s internally developed light gun creations, Hogan’s Alley suffers from two problems. One, it lacks much in the way of a personality. And two, its play mechanics feel like a half-hearted fusion of Wild Gunman and Duck Hunt—it doesn’t really stand apart from its predecessors.

		The game, of course, takes its title from the a long-running tradition of law enforcement firearm training grounds called Hogan’s Alley. These gun ranges in turn refer to a 19th century comic strip by the same name. In fact, “Hogan’s Alley” wasn’t just an early comic strip — by many accounts it was the first comic strip. Written and illustrated by Richard F. Outcault for the New York Journal, Hogan’s Alley commands quite a historic legacy. It was produced under the auspices of luminaries like William Randolph Hearst and Joseph Pulitzer.

		“Hogan’s Alley” standardized word balloons as the contained for spoken words in comic art, and its breakout character—a bald, gnomic child called the Yellow Kid—not only became the first comic star, but gave the world the term “yellow journalism” thanks to his association with Hearst’s politically subjective approach to news. So really, considering the roots of history and cartooning behind Hogan’s Alley, there’s a certain irony to be found the game’s less-than-memorable personality.
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		Hogan’s Alley simulates in turn a simulation: A shooting range in which players strive for quick decision-making more than total accuracy. Rather than using blank paper targets that reward shooters for precision shots, Hogan’s Alley uses six different cut-outs of people; it tests decision-making rather than aim. Three targets depict various gangsters, including a street hood in a bomber jacket and a Prohibition-era mafioso in a pinstripe suit, while the other three depict “good guys”: A beat cop, a civilian lady, and an elderly professor. Your must take out the bad guys as quickly as possible while trying not to kill the innocents.

		In the game’s A mode, you’re presented with three targets at a time. These slide onto the screen facing sideways, so all you see initially are three identical narrow lines. Once they take their position, though, the targets flip to face you in tandem. You have just a second or two to identify friendlies and foes, take aim, and shoot the gangsters.

		So, the challenge basically amounts to the B mode of Wild Gunman, in which you have just a brief instant to register which cutouts are valid targets. Hogan’s Alley gives you three possible choices rather than two, but otherwise it’s functionally identical to the other game.
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		The secondary mode of this game proves to be more interesting, with a design that livens things up considerably. Rather than taking place in Mode A’s standard firing range, Mode B puts you in the eponymous alley, scrolling automatically along a simulated town in which the character cutouts appear more chaotically. Here, the targets and civilian effigies can move along rails while you yourself slide from scene to scene. They can appear on the streets, through windows, atop balconies, and within structures, sometimes coming into view sideways, sometimes facing you.

		This mode is by far the more challenging and entertaining of the two, thanks to its variety and unpredictability. It can also be quite difficult, as some of the gangsters give you as little as half a second before they fire on you—an incredibly narrow window in which to parse the nature of a target, take aim as you and the target scoot along your respective paths, and open fire.

		As with its launch-day Zapper siblings, Hogan’s Alley also includes a radically different third mode: In this case, a trick-shot mode in which you blast tin cans to cause them to bounce through the air to land on different ledges, which are worth varying amounts of points. Once you begin juggling three or more cans at a time, this mode becomes remarkably challenging.

		Still, that’s about it for Hogan’s Alley. Perhaps the most interesting thing you can say about it is that a year after the NES’s mainstream release in the U.S., the FBI opened a target training facility called Hogan’s Alley that closely resembled the game’s Mode B… though given the legacy of the nickname in law enforcement shooting ranges, that’s probably just a coincidence.
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		Clu Clu Land

		クルクルランド • Kuru Kuru Land

		Developer: Nintendo • Publisher: Nintendo

		Developer: Action (Maze) • Release: Nov. 1984 (Japan) Oct. 1985 (U.S.) Feb. 1987 (Europe)

		NES-CL-USA

		
			Alternate version release data

			Vs. Clu Clu Land [1985]

			PlayChoice-10 [1985]

			New Clu Clu Land/Clu Clu Land D [1992]

			Animal Crossing [GameCube, 2002]

			eCard [GBA, 2003]

			Famicom Mini series [GBA, 2004]

			Wii Virtual Console [2008]

			3DS Virtual Console [2013]

			Wii U Virtual Console [2013]

		
	

	
		Among video game publishers and manufacturers alike, Nintendo commands the single greatest reputation for never playing by everyone else’s rules. That’s no coincidence: The company has made a concerted effort over the past decade to break away from the systems and expectations enkindled through decades of console wars and arms races. No other company would have pinned its hopes on the DS and Wii… and, at the same time, no other company would have given us the Wii U, either. Nintendo’s willingness to break from convention results in both disasters and successes, and personally I love that about them. You may not enjoy everything Nintendo does, but it’s never dull.

		However, Nintendo wasn’t always the reckless, defiant, aggressively original creature we know and speculate about rampantly today. Back in their early days in the games industry, they were every bit as unoriginal as everyone else. Sure, we look back at Nintendo’s arcade days and the early Famicom launch period and we see inventive masterpieces like Donkey Kong and Super Mario Bros., games upon which the company built both an empire and a reputation. And deservedly so—they were creative masterpieces, like nothing else anyone had ever created.

		However, much of that has to do with Nintendo’s own messaging. The company developed, published, and manufactured a great many games in the eight or nine years leading up to Super Mario, and they weren’t all dazzling works of invention. Nintendo, however, tends to quietly omit those duds from its c.v. The reality, however, is that outside of its giant hits and a few other notable works, Nintendo was absolutely the derivative copycat that it works so earnestly not to be today.

		In fairness, so was everyone else back then. That’s just how video games did in those days.

		Nintendo’s first home video games consisted of Pong clones produced by Sharp Electronics. Their first arcade included a great many Space Invaders knockoffs; Donkey Kong famously rose from the ashes after Invaders clone Radar Scope crashed and burned, but it’s easy to forget that Radar Scope was only one of three Invaders clones Nintendo produced that year alone.
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			Courtesy of Steve Lin

		
		So when we come to the eighth chronological release for the Nintendo Entertainment System, Clu Clu Land, it should really come as no surprise that the game is basically a naked attempt to cash in on the biggest video game craze of the early ’80s: Pac-Man. Arriving in Japan in November 1984 and debuting in America at the NES launch 11 months later,  Clu Clu Land saw Nintendo tilling the exact same soil that every other game maker of the era had attempted to coax cash from.

		Pac-Man derivatives came in two forms in the arcade’s golden era: Utter ripoffs, or brave but futile attempts to do Pac-Man one better. Clu Clu Land falls into the latter category, with the emphasis on attempt; this is not a work on par with Namco’s standard-bearing maze-chase classic. (To its credit, though, it’s far better than any of Midway’s post-Ms. Pac-Man hacks.) However, there’s more of a story behind Clu Clu Land than “Nintendo made a Pac-Man clone.” If you really dig into its history, Clu Clu Land ties in to a fairly pivotal moment for Nintendo as a game maker.

		As Nintendo’s business evolved throughout the ’60s and ’70s from playing card manufacturer to electronics company, president Hiroshi Yamauchi began to reorganize the company’s employees into specialized divisions. The first of these, Research & Development 1, was established in 1970 under the purview of Gunpei Yokoi, the creative savant whose Ultra Hand gadget gave Nintendo its first major success. Several more divisions followed in the coming years. A decade later, Yamauchi established the fourth and final of these internal divisions, Research & Development 4, in response to the success of Donkey Kong.
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			Devil World, Shigeru Miyamoto’s take on the maze chase, never released in the U.S.

		
		By building a new team, Yamauchi was able to elevate Donkey Kong’s designer, a young illustrator named Shigeru Miyamoto, to a leadership position without snubbing any of the veterans at R&D2 (which focused on hardware design under Masayuki Uemura, including the NES and Super NES) and R&D3 (which focused largely on supplemental technology under Genyo Takeda, such as the save RAM and memory mapper chips that would become so essential to the NES’s long life). R&D4 would eventually go on to be known as Entertainment Analysis & Development, but in the short term the studio focused its energies on creating arcade releases to follow on Donkey Kong before shifting to Famicom development.

		The particulars of Nintendo’s internal affairs in the early ’80s are imperfectly chronicled, but all indications suggest that Miyamoto’s R&D4 group made the jump from arcade design to console games almost immediately after the Famicom’s Japanese debut in July 1983. R&D4’s Donkey Kong 3 and Mario Bros. hit arcades throughout 1983, and April 1984 saw the group’s Famicom debut via a game called Devil World.

		Two facts about Devil World jump out immediately: One, it was evidently the first game Miyamoto designed exclusively for consoles; and two, it’s one of very few Miyamoto games never to see a U.S. release. Again, Nintendo of America took a delicate touch to the U.S. market right from the beginning in order to avoid touching off firestorms of controversy in ’80s America. That meant no religious content in NES games, and Devil World was crammed full of Christian imagery… used in a loopy, nonsensical fashion, but undeniably Christian. Devil World incorporated iconography including bibles, crosses, Satan, and (strangely) soft serve ice cream cones. These visual elements were far too integral to the game for simple sprite edits to ameliorate, since most levels were arranged around a central cross shape and would need to be redesigned as well.

		You can definitely see the influence of Pac-Man on Devil World; the game cycles through three different level formats, and the first of them involves clearing dots from a maze while grabbing power-ups to protect you from roaming monsters. It’s not a 1:1 correlation, however, as Devil World adopts a mechanical compromise that you saw in many home ports of Pac-Man: A scrolling screen. In Pac-Man conversions, a scrolling screen is usually a warning sign to stay away. By removing the player’s ability to take in an entire level at a glance, those ports deeply compromise the fundamental nature of the game—if you can’t keep track of your progress and the position of the ghosts, the game becomes much more difficult.

		Devil World, however, actually embraces scrolling as part of its fundamental design. You can only see a portion of the maze at any given time, and your window into the level scrolls around as directed by Satan, who stands at the top of the screen gesticulating commands to his minions. It’s not an entirely successful idea, since the direction in which the devil points appears to be determined at random and can lead to dead air time in which he guides the maze toward ground you’ve already covered. Still, it’s a pretty clever attempt to integrate a game design element that in other games typically felt like a compromise.

		Devil World’s second stage format works more or less like the first, except that instead of clearing the maze of dots you instead need to find four Bibles scattered around the maze and carry them to a skull icon in the center of the screen. Once all four Bibles are in place, Satan retreats from the maze and lets you play a bonus round in which you collect icons.

		With the devil gone, scrolling in the bonus round is determined by the player—the maze is littered with arrow icons that direct the movement of the screen frame. All told, it’s a fairly decent if not exactly timeless attempt to do the Pac-Man thing in a novel fashion.

		That was Miyamoto’s take on Pac-Man, but it wouldn’t be Nintendo’s only foray into the maze chase genre, and Miyamoto wasn’t the only designer to attempt to freshen up an aging genre. A month after Devil World’s debut, Nintendo published its second attempt, Clu Clu Land. While the timing might give the impression that Nintendo’s designers were stuck in a rut or spinning their wheels, it’s important to realize that the two games were designed by two different divisions of Nintendo.

		Where Devil World came to us courtesy of Miyamoto’s new R&D4 division, Clu Clu Land appears to have been the work of the venerable R&D1. I say “appears to” because, as per usual, Clu Clu Land lacks anything resembling in-game credits, and no one seems to know who designed the game.  However, composer Hirokazu Tanaka—aka Hip Tanaka—is widely credited online for Clu Clu Land’s soundtrack. Given that Tanaka was R&D1’s go-to guy for music, it therefore seems safe to say that this was an R&D1 joint.

		In any case, what we have in Clu Clu Land is a game that belongs to the same genre as Devil World but frankly couldn’t be more different. It’s a faster, simpler game… yet one that despite its more straightforward design is considerably more difficult to master.

		The trickiest thing about Clu Clu Land is its control scheme. The game’s name is an anglophone interpretation of the Japanese title, Kuru Kuru Land… “kuru kuru” being a Japanese onomatopoeia for rolling or rotating. And indeed, that’s what you do in Clu Clu Land. Much like Pac-Man, your little round heroine Bubbles doesn’t really have a resting state; she’s constantly hurtling forward. What differentiates Bubbles from Pac-Man is that you have no direct control over her. Instead, you guide her through the maze by causing her to reach out and grab the posts scattered throughout the maze.

		By grasping a pole, you create a fulcrum point around which Bubbles can revolve. She’ll continue spinning in a 360-degree circle until you let go, at which point she’ll continue moving ahead in the cardinal direction she’s facing as you release the pole. So, while you can’t stop Bubbles altogether, you can at least arrest her forward momentum. Grasping a pole allows Bubbles to tread water, as it were, by spinning around a fixed point. It also allows her to change direction as she cruises along through the maze.

		This makes for a more challenging control scheme than Pac-Man’s direct approach. The constant momentum of the protagonist means you can never let your guard down, and the fact that she navigates by altering her trajectory by clutching posts forces you to think a step ahead of your actions. For example, you can’t simply backtrack along your current route unless you bounce off a wall—to reverse direction, you need to grab a post and do a 180, which will send you flying along a channel parallel to the one you just skated through. And you need to keep the control scheme in mind, as the controller activates Bubbles’ left and right arms individually and relative to Bubbles’ own orientation rather than to her position on the screen. Think the tank controls in Resident Evil.

		The pole mechanic does have its advantages, though. One of the two hazards you need to dodge in Clu Clu Land are vortexes that will suck Bubbles in if she passes over them… unless she happens to be holding onto a pole as she does so, in which case her grip keeps her from being drawn into the hole. The vortices often show up along critical paths, so mastering the ability to skirt past them becomes essential for survival as the level designs grow more complex.

		The game’s other hazards, on the other hand, aren’t so easily circumvented. In keeping with the underwater theme of Clu Clu Land, Bubbles has to complete each maze while avoiding a host of roaming sea urchins. While they tend to putter about somewhat aimlessly, the mobility of the sea urchins combined with the unrelenting breakneck pace of Bubbles’ movement makes them a greater hazard than their pokey movements might lead you to expect

		Fortunately, Bubbles isn’t as defenseless as your usual maze-chase protagonist: She can fire sonar pulses straight ahead for a short distance. These bursts of sonic force will stun any Sea Urchin in their path, stunning them momentarily. If Bubbles bumps into a stunned Sea Urchin, she’ll send it careening into a wall, taking it momentarily out of play. While this powerful and unlimited attack might sound like a huge, imbalanced advantage in Bubbles’ favor, the rotational nature of her movement makes lining up bad guys more challenging than you might think. The greatest danger in Clu Clu Land comes from smashing into a Sea Urchin while spinning around a pole, and your sonar blasts can’t help you against an enemy that lurks around the corner.

		They also won’t do you much good if you trigger one of the barriers hidden between certain posts—these rubberlike obstacles pop up as you pass over them, reflecting you back in the direction you came from. If a Sea Urchin happens to be hot on your heels when a barrier appears, Bubbles will carom right back into it before she has a chance to fire a defensive beam. Thankfully the barriers aren’t random. They’re hidden, but there’s a pattern to them, and as you learn the maze configurations you become better at predicting and avoiding them.

		Really it’s something of a misnomer to refer to Clu Clu Land’s stage as mazes—while some of them have obstacles fixed in place, be it barriers or black hole vortices, most of the game’s levels consist of a wide-open grid of poles. There are also no dots or objects to collect; each level begins as a blank field, with nothing but poles, Sea Urchins, and black holes visible. Your goal in Clu Clu Land is not to clear the maze of objects but instead to fill it by passing over spaces in which gold ingots have been hidden. As you pass above them, you reveal the ingots, and once all the hidden items have been revealed you move on to the next stage.
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		The ingots appear in patterns, such as hearts, submarines, and card suite symbols. Clu Clu Land has a fixed number of stage designs—20 in total—divided into four patterns each for five sets of stages. You’ll always see the same four patterns within a set, but the order in which they appear is randomized. You won’t know which pattern you’re currently revealing until you’ve passed over enough ingots to reveal enough of the design.

		The most important legacy of Pac-Man isn’t mazes but rather the concept of territory control, and Clu Clu Land plays around with this concept as inventively as any game of the era. The gem-revealing concept makes for an unusual game mechanic, but it works really well. Clu Clu Land is predictable thanks to its preset gem patterns, yet varied enough across each session thanks to the random sequence in which patterns appear to keep players guessing. Once you get a handle on the available designs, you can become quite efficient at revealing all the ingots without wasted movements.

		All told, Clu Clu Land is an odd little game, combining a sort of sideways take on Pac-Man with a very challenging control scheme to create something with its own distinct personality. It doesn’t seem to have gone over particularly well in the U.S., though; you rarely hear it spoken about in glowing terms, and it’s currently one of the three most expensive NES Black Box games on the collector’s market, which suggests it sold poorly.

		Nintendo seems to have a soft spot for it, though. Clu Clu Land has resurfaced quite frequently through the years, everywhere from Virtual Console to Smash Bros. The company also poured an uncharacteristic amount of effort into the Vs. System version of Clu Clu Land; where other Famicom-to-arcade typically saw modest tweaks, Vs. Clu Clu Land offered twice the levels of the home release and a new enemy type. That version of the game eventually made its way to the Famicom Disk System, though it didn’t make its way outside of Japan until appearing in Animal Crossing under the name Clu Clu Land D.
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			Clu Clu Land D for Famicom Disk System.

		
		Ultimately, though, Clu Clu Land’s real value lies in its relationship to its fellow Nintendo first-party maze Pac-clone. If indeed Clu Clu Land was produced by the R&D1 division, you can see the different personalities and styles of Nintendo’s internal teams taking shape as early as 1984. Devil World isn’t all that great as a game, but it bears the hallmarks of Shigeru Miyamoto and the group that would eventually come to be known as EAD. It bursts with personality, and it features a narrative framing device… literally. Devil World’s mechanics reflect its simple story, with the devil visibly directing the movements of the maze, and a small team of minions carrying out his commands. It feels almost like a spiritual predecessor to the “stage production” theme of Super Mario Bros. 3.

		Clu Clu Land, on the other hand, really does feel like an R&D1 production. It’s a little unconventional, and it doesn’t faff around with storytelling or context.  Instead, you get a challenging, fast-paced, highly technical take on the maze game, not so friendly—definitely a game that demands practice and mastery. R&D1 and R&D4 would become the mainstays of NES game design, the former churning out landmark classics like Metroid and Kid Icarus, the latter producing Super Mario Bros. and The Legend of Zelda. Both were very different groups that created very distinct works, and you could sense the two faces of Nintendo’s game design teams even here, in these early days.
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		Excitebike

		エキサイトバイク • Excitebike

		Developer: Nintendo • Publisher: Nintendo

		Developer: Racing (Motocross) • Release: Nov. 1984 (Japan) Oct. 1985 (U.S.) Sept. 1986 (Europe)

		NES-EB-USA

		
			Alternate version release data

			Vs. Excitebike [Arcade, 1984]

			Excitebike [PC-88, 1985]

			PlayChoice-10 [1985]

			Vs. Excitebike [Famicom Disk System, 1992]

			Excitebike: Bun Bun Mario Battle Stadium 1-4

			[Satellaview, 1997]

			Animal Crossing [GameCube, 2002]

			eCard [Game Boy Advance/eReader, 2003]

			NES Classics series [GBA, 2004]

			Wii Virtual Console [2007]

			3D Classics [2011]

			Wii U Virtual Console [2013, Vs. Excitebike: 2015]

			NES Classic Edition [2016]

		
	

	
		Excitebike wasn’t the first racer Nintendo developed for its 8-bit home console, but it was the first one that mattered—the first one that felt Nintendo. About a month prior to Excitebike’s Japanese release date of November 30, 1984, Nintendo had published its very first Famicom racer—and, to my knowledge, the company’s very first original racing game (their only prior experience with the genre being distribution of a rebranded version of SEGA’s Head-On). That release, bearing the mundane title of F-1 Race, did precisely what its name indicated: It brought Formula One racing to Famicom.

		Generally speaking, F-1 Race took the same basic approach to the sport as Namco’s Pole Position, with a behind-the-car camera view and shifting scenery. Technically, it looked pretty impressive for a first-generation Famicom game running on a basic NROM chip. This should come as no surprise, though, given that future second party studio HAL (and programming genius Satoru Iwata) lent a hand to its production. F-1 Race rounded out the release schedule and fleshed out the roster of game genres available on Famicom. It didn’t exactly break new ground, though, and F-1 Race would remain stranded in Japan along with a handful of other first-party Famicom titles like Devil World and Japan-centric board and language games for a reason: It wasn’t going to set anyone’s world on fire in the U.S. Europe loves Formula One, but America doesn’t care. Besides, by the time NES launched in the U.S., Nintendo already had a much more inventive and engaging racer to offer up in the form of Excitebike.

		Designed by Donkey Kong creator Shigeru Miyamoto, Excitebike feels like a quintessential work by Nintendo’s most famous designer—quite the contrast to the simple, literally formulaic F-1 Race. That is, the design of Excitebike appears to have emerged less from any notion of how to make a better, more impressive racer and more from the question of what kind of racer would work best on the NES’s specific hardware. Miyamoto arrived at the conclusion that a standard top-down or over-the-cockpit view would be less suited to the NES than a side-scrolling racer—despite the fact that very few developers had ever attempted to create such a thing.

		
			
				[image: excitebike1]
				[image: excitebike2]
				[image: excitebike3]
			

		
		As far as precedents go, Excitebike had practically none. Activision had published Grand Prix for Atari 2600 back in 1982, but that was more of a top-down vertical racer turned sideways. Excitebike used a forced 3/4 perspective that made it as much a platformer as a racing game, which means it falls closer conceptually to Irem’s Moon Patrol (which was a shooter) than a racer.  In short, Excitebike played unlike anything before it. Yes, it involved racing, but not the way most gamers had come to expect racing to work, as its artificial perspective allowed for side-scrolling movement, lateral shifts across lanes, and a heavy element of verticality.

		Excitebike’s innovative design neatly corresponds to the technological limits and features of the NES hardware. The NES processor supported scrolling as a basic feature, which was a big plus at the time; contemporary consoles (ColecoVision, SEGA’s SG-1000) and computers (MSX, PC-8801) lacked that ability at the hardware level. The smooth scrolling of Famicom software gave the system a strong advantage at the time of its Japanese debut. Based on both remarks by hardware designer Masayuki Uemura and various online technical documents, it seems the system could inherently handle either horizontal or vertical scrolling, it could only smoothly scroll in one direction at a time until special enhancement chips came along later in its life. Hence Devil World and its awkward multidirection scrolling: The screen scrolls pixel-by-pixel on the horizontal axis, but in big tile-sized chunks when you move vertically.

		It seems fair to say that Excitebike’s design likely came about in response to Miyamoto’s experience working on Devil World. As his first NES project, Devil World would have represented a learning experience, a chance for the young game designer to get a sense of what worked and what didn’t on this new hardware.
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		At the same time, you can’t help but see shades of Super Mario Bros. here as well. Miyamoto’s next major project would arrive about nine months after Excitebike, and this racer clearly helped inform that work. The big idea behind Super Mario Bros. was to take the characters of Mario Bros. and break them out of a single-screen format into a world that scrolled. And here was Miyamoto iterating on the scrolling concept—along with Super Mario Bros. programmer-to-be Toshihiko Nakago.

		So: Excitebike, a racing game that scrolls left to right. It’s at once a fresh and inventive take on racing yet also a total throwback. Excitebike recalls old electromechanical horse racing games in which plastic jockeys sped along grooved tracks on a fixed vertical track, or pre-video racing games in which players would steer their car left and right to avoid obstacles while a road printed on a paper roll unfurled beneath them. It’s slot racers as only a video game could depict them, allowing players to switch lanes at will and perform acrobatic stunts that enabled them to fly through the air and break contact with the track altogether.

		Miyamoto significantly decided not to go with standard cars here but instead used motocross racers as the player’s avatar. This resulted in a game with much more personality than you’d have seen in a game centered on little metal boxes—the little racers kick their feet in despair when they lose and run desperately back to their bikes when they take a tumble, and it’s totally adorable. However, the shift to bikes also opened up new approaches to gameplay, too. Cars don’t really lend themselves to dynamic, comical, physics-defying action. Sure, you had rare exceptions like the bounding autos of Vic Tokai’s Bump ’N Jump, and Jaleco would add cars to the Mappy/Mario Bros. formula in 1985 with City Connection, but otherwise car-centric racers almost universally focus on speed, avoidance, and handling.

		By putting players in control of dirt bikes, Excitebike still allowed those factors to come into play. But those realities of “bikes” no longer existed as the sole focus of the racers but rather as complements to the elements that put “excite” in the title: Manic stunts and unpredictable track designs.

		Excitebike doesn’t offer much in the way of game modes; Mode A presents a time trial (man versus track),  while Mode B gives you a more standard competitive race (man versus man). Yet even Mode B doesn’t present a proper race, with the player against a small set of racers; it’s just a more complicated time trial, with your goal being to beat a target time rather than outperform the infinite array of competing racers who drift into view as you zoom along. Belying this simple array of play options, though, Excitebike offers pleasantly sophisticated racing. In adopting a sidescrolling perspective, the game does away with the shape of the race track as a consideration. You never need to worry about cornering or hairpin turns, because speeding from left to right will eventually cause the track to loop for a second or third lap. There’s a certain level of abstraction here, with a presumably circular track flattening out for its side view.

		Anyway, corners and turns would simply have been a distraction that would over-complicate the game. Excitebike already has plenty going on for the player to deal with, even though at a glance you’re simply blazing from left to right as quickly as possible. The inclusion of bikes in the Excitebike mix causes a certain element of physics to come into play in the form of the player’s balance. The tracks here may consist of an endless linear left-to-right loop, but the scenery includes hazards, obstacles, and convolutions aplenty. Unlike your typical 8-bit race track, Excitebike’s courses don’t consist of simple, flat stretches of road. Where the action in, say, F-1 Race came in steering correctly into each turn on smooth pavement, Excitebike challenges you with rugged dirt tracks where bumps, hills, and rough patches can potentially send you flying off your bike in an instant.

		While it’s perhaps a little generous to say Excitebike has a physics model in the modern sense, the game absolutely requires you to think about how you approach each track hazard. Your bike flies off ramps and embankments at an angle, and the faster you drive the more unstable your cyclist becomes. If you don’t pay attention to the angle of your cycle as you return to the ground, you’ll go tumbling and lose precious time as your upended biker scurries slooowly back to his ride.

		You can (and must!) control the angle of your bike by pressing forward and backward with the D-pad. Holding left causes you to lean back and raise your front tire, while leaning forward will cause you to shift your weight forward and lower the bike’s forward portion. Generally speaking, leaning forward as you land is likely to result in a bike disaster; your motorcycle is more stable on its rear tire. As long as you don’t pull back too far you’re generally safe performing wheelies. If you land on a downslope, though, you’ll want to pitch forward to lean into the ground.

		It’s not a complicated setup, but it requires some practice. It also ties in with the game’s other primary control consideration, your speed. The NES’s face buttons each have a separate function in Excitebike: A gives your bike some gas, while B revs up your engine for extra speed. Hitting ramps at high speed becomes a crucial maneuver in Excitebike, as it gives you added lift and often allows you to clear obstacles while airborne. Those bursts of speed come at a cost, though: Holding down the B button runs the risk of causing your engine to overheat. Opening your throttle makes the engine rev up and a temperature meter at the bottom of the screen to rise. If you let the meter max out, your bike will stall, which has the same effect as you falling off your ride. The temperature meter emits a harsh noise when you’re in the danger zone, so as long as you don’t get greedy it’s not too hard to play it by ear and avoid ruining the race. Your engine heat bleeds off while you accelerate normally, and the meter resets entirely if you drive over one of the chevron patches on the track, so racing in Excitebike becomes a matter of balancing speed versus heat and memorizing where on each track you can cool down your bike.

		Really, that’s about all there is to Excitebike. It’s simple, but it offers just enough nuance to keep each race interesting.

		If the game has a flaw, it’s that it shipped incomplete—in the U.S., anyway. Excitebike features a third main menu option in addition to Mode A and Mode B: Design mode. This was the first of several “programmable” games that shipped for NES and Famicom, jumping on the level-editing trend that was all the rage at the time. Bill Budge’s influential Pinball Construction Kit had sparked an obsession with the idea of letting players create their own custom level layouts, and Nintendo entered the fray with Excitebike.

		The game’s level editor isn’t the most user-friendly thing in the world, but it’s straightforward enough. Players are given a blank stretch of track and nearly 20 different level design components, which they can place to their heart’s content. The editor breaks the track into horizontal segments, and you can’t place more than a single item per segment. Otherwise, though, you basically have the same freedom of design as the dev team, all the way down to determining the number of laps players have to complete.
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		It’s an interesting idea, but it has a problem: There’s no way to save your work. Once you switch off the NES, all your creative course designs vanish into the ether. Strangely, though, the game includes menu options for saving and loading—features that don’t actually work. The save feature takes you to a blue screen for a few moments before returning to the menu, and attempting to load will basically end the game by sending you to the same blue screen, from which there is no return. These inactive features seem strange and sloppy. The manual even mentions that they don’t work. Instead, it says, they were included in “anticipation of future product developments.”

		In truth, “future” developments was something of a misstatement—the mechanism for saving custom tracks already existed by the time Excitebike launched in America… it just didn’t exist in America. To save an Excitebike course, players needed to own a fairly elaborate setup of Japan-only peripherals: The Famicom BASIC set, which included both a full-sized computer keyboard and a special cartridge, and the Famicom Data Recorder, a tape cassette drive specially designed to interface with Famicom BASIC. By plugging the Data Recorder into the BASIC keyboard, and the keyboard into the console, players could preserve their creations on cassette tape. It was quite a cumbersome setup, and it only worked on Famicom consoles: The BASIC keyboard plugged into the Famicom expansion port, which was situated on the front of the Japanese console and used a socket not present on the NES.
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			Vs. Excitebike [Famicom Disk System]

		
		One of the main differences between the NES and the Famicom was that the latter featured hardwired controllers. The NES, on the other hand, had removable controllers, which gave American players more flexibility when it came to input choices, but it also introduced a regional incompatibility between the NES and Famicom. In Japan, Famicom owners had to rely on the system’s expansion port for their peripherals, not only for controllers, but for add-ons like the BASIC keyboard. The Famicom’s expansion port was dropped for the American NES, replaced instead by a never-utilized covered port on the bottom of the console. Nintendo never figured out what to do with that port, but its presence and the wishy-washy “stay tuned for future product developments!” in the Excitebike manual suggest the company was still open to bringing peripherals like the BASIC keyboard and Data Recorder to the U.S. After all, they had been key components of the proposed Advanced Video System version of the console. But it never happened.

		In practice, using the Data Recorder to save Excitebike stages almost seems like more trouble than it was worth. Besides the cumbersome setup of plugging a tape recorder into a keyboard peripheral, it also involved the sheer impracticality of the tape medium. The Data Recorder appears to have lacked an onboard control device to allow the Famicom to send signals that would stop and start the tapes. In other words, players had to manually begin recording before attempting to save, and to queue up and play a save file segment after loading. Excitebike save files amounted to a few seconds of white noise that would tell the Famicom to “listen,” followed by a short burst of data static, like running a modem. In theory, the static would feed track layout data back into the console. In theory. Not only is it cumbersome, it’s extremely unreliable as well.

		In any case, Nintendo seemed to understand that the Data Recorder solution was far from optimal. No game ever used it for saving progress, and only a handful of releases besides Famicom BASIC and Excitebike allowed player to store their custom creations on cassette: The list consists of Wrecking Crew and Mach Rider from Nintendo, Lode Runner from Hudson, and ASCII’s Castle Excellent (the Japanese version of CastleQuest). Supposedly, Arkanoid II did as well.

		Around the time the NES went national in the U.S., Nintendo launched the Famicom Disk System in Japan, which offered a far more elegant process for storing data on 3” diskettes. Fittingly, two years after that, Nintendo reworked Excitebike to take advantage of the new peripheral. Vs. Excitebike for Disk System debuted in Japan in December of 1988, almost exactly four years after the original Excitebike and well into the twilight years of the Japan-only peripheral. As such, it’s remained something of an obscurity, which is a shame, because it was by far the most comprehensive Disk System overhaul of a cartridge game that ever saw release, even more so than Clu Clu Land D.

		For all intents and purposes, Vs. Excitebike constituted a full sequel to the game, not just a remake. Despite the name, it wasn’t simply a port of the coin-op Vs. Excitebike; that 1984 arcade release had been a fairly direct adaptation of the original game and removed the track editor altogether. The Disk System release, on the other hand, featured a comprehensive overhaul of the track editing mode, where players could move freely forward and backward along the custom track and select course components from a convenient palette of icons. This made for a tremendously more user-friendly edit mode than in the original game with its line of letter codes. And, most importantly, you could immediately save up to five different creations to diskette.

		Among its other improvements, Vs. Excitebike lived up to its name by introducing head-to-head competitive split-screen play. The original Excitebike allowed players to race AI opponents, but not other humans, and Vs. Excitebike rectified that by bringing a two-player mode into the mix at last. The game also included what it termed “original” mode, a slightly deceptive name. Original Mode in Vs. Excitebike basically amounted to the single-player game, but even that received a significant overhaul for Disk System, with more of a campaign-style interface and what appear to be new track layouts.

		Nintendo’s history of peripherals basically consists of a series of experiments to give form to creative ideas. With Excitebike, America received an incomplete version of the rough draft, and the final revision didn’t arrive here until 2015, when the import of Vs. Excitebike showed up without fanfare on Virtual Console. It’s hard to feel too put out about Excitebike on NES, though. Despite its nearly useless track editor, the main game offered such a refreshing take on racing that it would remain a fan-favorite for years to come.

		Nintendo has gone back to the series’ well a few times, beginning on Super Famicom with a series of downloadable Mario-themed Excitebike courses for the Satellaview peripheral. Since the U.S. never saw that add-on, either, we naturally never had the chance to play those games. We did get the excellent Excitebike 64, though, as well as 2009’s largely forgotten Excitebike: World Rally for WiiWare. The developer behind World Rally, Monster Games, also created two Wii spinoffs: Excite Truck and Excitebots.

		We haven’t seen much of the Excitebike franchise recently, but given its history, its Miyamoto connection, and Nintendo fans’ fond regard for the original, it’s pretty safe to say we haven’t heard the last of it. The game remains a landmark NES classic, and a good time even if you’re not much for racing. But don’t bother with the NES game—if you’re going to play Excitebike, do it right and grab the Disk System remake on Virtual Console. It’s not that the original game isn’t good; the update is just that much better.
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			Left: Excitebike 64 [credit: taringa.net]
			
Center: Excitebike World Rally
			
[credit: hardcoregamer.com]
			
Right: Excitebots: Trick Racing [credit: arstechnica.com]
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	THE HIDDEN TREASURE

	
		Nintendo made many changes in converting the Famicom to America, and those tweaks weren’t all cosmetic. The console itself became larger, boxier, and less toy-like, while the cartridges doubled in size so they would bring to mind VHS tapes rather than Atari carts. In the process of making this visual change, Nintendo also rethought the way the console and cartridge interfaced.

		The single most significant change Nintendo effected in the Famicom’s international transformation centered on the console’s cartridge slot. Game ROM boards were redesigned to be slightly wider inside the roomier carts, and Nintendo took advantage of that greater width to add extra connector pins to the circuit board. Where Famicom carts had 60 pins, NES boards had six additional pins per side for a total of 72. The added pins accommodated new functions (specifically a security lockout chip to prevent unauthorized publishers from creating games for the system), though certain features were also cut at the same time.

		Functionally, though, the early games worked the same in either region, and many Black Box games required no localization. So, for the U.S. test run, Nintendo didn’t manufacture all-new NES ROM board for games whose content would be unchanged. Instead, they created a special 60-to-72 pin adapter to allow them to plug existing Japanese boards into NES carts, saving the trouble (and risk) of starting up multiple new chip manufacturing processes for a console whose success was in no way guaranteed. (The huge NES carts had plenty of room for this kludge, of course.)

		The NES soon became a hit, and Nintendo produced proper 72-pin versions of its games. So these hidden adapters have become a fascinating artifact of the NES launch… and they work for more than just Black Box games, so they’re highly prized. Alas, the only games guaranteed to contain an adapter are Stack-Up and Donkey Kong Jr. (which never saw second runs), and those carts are far too expensive these days to treat as salvage.
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		Ice Climber

		アイスクライマー • Ice Climber

		Developer: Nintendo • Publisher: Nintendo

		Developer: Platforming • Release: Jan. 1985 (Japan) Oct. 1985 (U.S.) Sept. 1986 (Europe)

		NES-IC-USA

		
			Alternate version release data

			Vs. Ice Climber [Arcade, 1985]

			Ice Climber [PC-88, 1985]

			PlayChoice-10 [Arcade, 1985]

			Vs. Ice Climber [Famicom Disk System, 1988]

			Animal Crossing [GameCube, 2002]

			eCard [Game Boy Advance/eReader, 2003]

			NES Classics series [GBA, 2004]

			Wii Virtual Console [2008]

			3DS Virtual Console [2013

			Wii U Virtual Console [2013]

			NES Classic Edition [2016]

		
	

	
		W as it coincidence or was it corporate mandate that so many of Nintendo’s early NES and Famicom games appeared in pairs? We’ll never know, but there’s no denying that early first-party Famicom games tended to go two by two, like a digital pixelated Noah’s Ark.

		For example, you had maze chase Devil World; then, about a month later, Nintendo published Clu Clu Land. Traditional Japanese board game Gomoku Narabe Renju appeared side-by-side with traditional Japanese board game Mah-jong. F-1 Race brought the racing genre to Famicom, and four weeks later Excitebike debuted. And now we have Ice Climber, which feels like nothing so much than the binary twin to Mario Bros.

		There’s a pattern at work with most of these game sets: One half of each pair was designed by R&D4, and the other wasn’t. I don’t really know how game development processes worked at Nintendo in those days, but if you told me that the company’s different internal teams were constantly racing to outdo one another by building distinct games around the same set of concepts, I’d believe it. This trend even continued beyond the early NES era, with Metroid. That Nintendo R&D1 creation basically bolted together the side-scrolling of Miyamoto’s Super Mario Bros. with the adventure and RPG elements of Miyamoto’s The Legend of Zelda—a story for Good Nintentions 1987.

		With Ice Climber, we have a cooperative two-player platformer based around jumping and interference from foes. It feels for all the world like an alternate spin on the basic premise of the original Mario Bros. Ice Climber even maintains Mario Bros.’s jump physics, which is unfortunate, because this game revolves entirely around jumping as you endeavor to reach the pinnacle of a series of mountains. Your protagonists here leap in high, shallow arcs, with a bit of lag to their response and some very, very fussy platform edge detection. Making a successful jump in this game requires a lot of practice and a sincere effort at mastery, which turns the whole affair into a terrible slog.
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		One of the keys to the success and timelessness of the sequel to Mario Bros., Super Mario Bros., was that its jump mechanics felt so intuitive, so effortless, that bounding across the Mushroom Kingdom became sheer joy. Ice Climber, on the other hand, turns jumping into an endless font of frustration and anger.

		Much like the bulk of future R&D1 venture Kid Icarus, Ice Climber scrolls vertically, one way, upward. Missing a platform and falling off the screen amounts to death, and many stages feature tiny little footholds from which a plunge becomes almost inevitable. It’s a maddening game, and I suspect it works a lot better if you approach it from the perspective of its original release in early 1985, when the world had yet to witness the majesty of Super Mario Bros.

		Interestingly, though, this wasn’t strictly the R&D1 counterpart to Mario Bros.; it was more of a joint venture. While Ice Climber was designed by Tadashi Sugiyama and directed by Kenji Miki, Shigeru Miyamoto supervised production, and Super Mario Bros. programmer Toshihiko Nakago helped code it. One can only assume that this project was fresh in Miyamoto and Nakago’s minds as they began work on that seminal masterpiece. “Let’s never make a game with controls this terrible,” one imagines them agree.

		Maybe it’s not really fair to bag on Ice Climber simply because its single most important game mechanic, the one on which everything else hangs, feels clumsy and primitive. Look beyond the fact that it plays so rough and you’ll find some fun elements.

		
			
				[image: iceclimber4]
				[image: iceclimber5]
				[image: iceclimber6]
			

		
		For starters, it manages to maintain that delirious weirdness that so many 8-bit Japanese games had. The entire game begins with a pterodactyl abducting an eggplant and whisking it away to the top of a snowbound mountain. Your mission is to climb to the top of several dozen mountains, reclaim your fruit, and… well, that’s basically it. If you beat the final mountain, the game simply repeats from stage 1.

		Each mountain features the same general structure: You begin at the bottom, climb up about two screens, hit the midpoint of the stage to begin the bonus round, and attempt to make the summit before time runs out. The lower half of the mountain isn’t timed, though a polar bear will amble along to force the screen to scroll upward if you take too long to advance, and so long as you reach the bonus round you’ll advance to the next mountain, even if you slip and fall. Bonus rounds differ in layout depending on the mountain, but no matter which level you begin on you always collect the same fruit and vegetable bonuses in sequence, beginning with eggplants. If you manage to collect the ears of corn in the fifth bonus round, you’ll earn a 1UP… though unless you’re jockeying for a high score, 1UPs aren’t particularly important in a game where you can begin straightaway from any level.

		Scoring is the point, though. Ice Climber presents itself as a race to the top, and to dominate the leaderboards, and it’s really much more entertaining when played with two people. One person grappling against the awkward jump physics is frustration; two people trying to outperform each other with the same built-in handicap is hilarious.

		As with many early NES games, Nintendo gave Ice Climber a pretty hefty overhaul for the Vs. System, and Vs. Ice Climber really plays up the two-player rivalry. The 24 mountains you can tackle in the arcade version display a different icon depending on how you perform: Player 1 or Player 2’s icon denotes a clear mountain, depending on who earned the most points, and an enemy icon means the mountain was cleared but both players failed to complete the bonus round. As would be fairly standard practice, Nintendo released Vs. Ice Climber for Famicom Disk System toward the end of 1988. While it doesn’t feature nearly so many revisions from the original release as Vs. Excitebike, it nevertheless changes things up with enhanced music, more animation, and the level-conquest icon screen at the end of each mountain. Unlike Vs. Excitebike and Clu Clu Land D, however, Nintendo has never released this adaptation of the game internationally on any console or download service.

		Whichever version of Ice Climber you play, though, the basic experience remains the same: You control one of a pair of parka-clad kids wielding a mallet, trying to climb tot the top. Both kids, named Popo and Nana, can leap high and chip away overhead blocks by smashing into them—perhaps the inspiration for Mario’s block-busting skills in Super Mario Bros. You can also knock-out overhead enemies by leaping into them… though this requires some skill, as you’ll be knocked out instead if you hit the monster or hazard with your head rather than your mallet. Chipping away at blocks plays an essential role in Ice Climber, as your goal is to reach the top of each mountain, and many stages have screen-spanning floors that obstruct your path. You need to break away portions of the ceiling above in order to leap to the higher levels. This task is made more difficult by a number of complications that appear along the way. Small birds will wander around overhead, potentially spoiling your jumps by circling overhead at inopportune moments. More vexing are the little white fuzzballs, which are called Topi: They patrol different levels of the mountains in search of gaps in the floor. When a Topi scouts a hole, it scurries back to its cave at the side of the screen, then reemerges with an ice pile that it uses to restore two blocks of the floor at a time.
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		As Popo and Nana can only break away a single block per leap, preventing Topis from filling in the gaps faster than you can create them becomes difficult, especially for a single player. In fact, it goes from tough to infuriating once you reach advanced stages where you have to make your leaps to higher levels from moving platforms or tiny bits of floor that work like conveyor belts. This does mean there’s a certain satisfaction to be found in thwarting Topis, either by smashing them directly with a mallet or simply breaking out the floor from beneath them and causing them to plummet to their doom.

		These few game elements—breakable and unbreakable floors, birds, Topis, moving platforms, conveyor belts, the polar bear whose presence forces the screen to scroll upward, and bonus fruit—comprise the entirety of the Ice Climber sandbox. Each level is simply a more challenging arrangement of these concerns than the last. And it’s reasonably entertaining, provided you can play with a friend. It’s no timeless classic by any means, but it does seem to hold a nostalgic sway over gamers of a certain age.

		Popo and Nana and other Ice Climber elements have appeared in numerous iterations of Smash Bros., including as tricky, conjoined, playable characters in Smash Bros. Brawl—though they were dropped from Smash 4, to much fan outrage, due to the limitations of the 3DS. The game has been reissued many times over, in Animal Crossing, for eReader, for the Classic NES Series on GBA, and on every iteration of Virtual Console.

		Taken alone, Ice Climber is merely a blip in history. However, if you examine it in tandem with Nintendo’s next production, Wrecking Crew, it paints a picture of how Nintendo kicked around ideas of varying merit in an attempt to create a proper Mario Bros. follow-up. Super Mario Bros. looms large over the early days of the NES, and it really does feel like nearly everything Nintendo developed and published prior to that game’s creation was simply building up to it.

		Super Mario has become such an integral part of video gaming that it can be difficult to understand why it had such impact in the first place, but Ice Climber provides some essential context. Prior to Super Mario Bros., the fussy, uncooperative jumping controls and platforming design of Ice Climber wasn’t simply acceptable, it was about as good as it got. But once Mario journeyed to the Mushroom Kingdom, things would change forever. That leaves poor Ice Climber stranded as a bit of a relic, but at least it has cooperative play to help dull the sharp sting of obsolescence.
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		Wrecking Crew

		レッキングクルー • Wrecking Crew

		Developer: Nintendo • Publisher: Nintendo

		Developer: Platformer (Puzzle) • Release: June 1985 (Japan) Oct. 1985 (U.S.) Oct. 1987 (Europe)

		NES-WR-USA

		
			Alternate version release data

			Vs. Wrecking Crew [Arcade, 1985]

			PlayChoice-10 [Arcade, 1985]

			Wrecking Crew [Famicom Disk System, 1988]

			Animal Crossing [GameCube, 2002]

			eCard [Game Boy Advance/eReader, 2003]

			Famicom Minis series [GBA, 2004]

			Wii Virtual Console [2007]

			3DS Virtual Console [2011]

			Wii U Virtual Console [2013]

		
	

	
		Before Mario was Mario, he went by the name Jumpman. But even before he adopted that brief moniker, he was known to his creator Shigeru Miyamoto simply as “Mr. Video.” The idea behind Mr. Video was a simple one: He would be a versatile, all-purpose character, adaptable into all genres and styles of play.

		That concept ultimately found life not through Miyamoto’s work, however, but rather in the form of the character who would eventually come to be known as Mr. Game & Watch: The simple silhouette of a rubber-limbed man who would go on to start in countless of Gunpei Yokoi’s LCD Game & Watch handhelds throughout the early ’80s and eventually gain his own fan following through Smash Bros. Even though he wouldn’t be formally named for years, Mr. Game & Watch proved remarkably versatile in large part due to his lack of detail. He consisted simply of a stick figure with a penchant for comical poses. Mario, on the other hand, took on a more specific form: Short, paunchy, mustachioed, dressed in blue-collar work clothes.

		In time, though, despite his more defined nature, Mario soon began to live out his creator’s original vision anyway. He became more than just Mr. Video, and in the process he fulfilled his original mandate as an all-purpose plug-and-play character actor. Mario first appeared as a heroic construction worker in Donkey Kong, but for his next turn he took on the role of a villainous circus master in Donkey Kong Jr. Mario Bros. saw him and his brother Luigi working as hapless plumbers, and on Game & Watch Mario came off as the world’s most unstable career man, working in factories, as a fireman, in the army, and more.
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		While we associate Mario with Miyamoto, in truth the character operated as something of a public domain figure inside Nintendo during the first half of the ’80s. It wouldn’t be until Super Mario Bros. in Sept. 1985 that Mario as we know him today truly took shape: The high-bounding platform hero who grows in size, snatches coins, flings fire, and hunts for stars in the Mushroom Kingdom. Mario would continue to be all things to all people even after this definitive role—hero, sportsman, referee, Alleyway paddle pilot—but once Super Mario Bros. arrived, his physical appearance and personality ceased to be so malleable. Prior to that game and the establishment of the classic Mario iconography, however, there was no Mario canon. The character basically served at the pleasure of many different creators as the needs of their current project dictated. Hence all the Mario cameos in many early NES games, which culminated, in a sense, here in Wrecking Crew.

		Wrecking Crew stands as one of the more fascinating chapters of the Mario saga, and as a noteworthy NES creation in general. For starters, this would be Mario’s final outing as a workaday career-hunter before he found his true calling as a picaresque hero in Super Mario Bros. Of course, as per usual for this era, Mario merely serves as a presence here: A familiar face in a setting that has nothing to do with the character himself. This Mario doesn’t jump, evades foes rather than flinging fireballs, and doesn’t collect invincibility stars. About the only thing connecting this Mario to his canonical self is the fact that he wields a hammer here, as in Donkey Kong. But this hammer is no weapon, and at best can merely surprise a bad guy; no, it’s a tool, used strictly for demolition.

		Where Mario made his debut as a construction worker, assembling a high rise building that would buckle under the fury of a girl-crazy ape, here he plays the inverse of that former role: His task is to clear out unwanted objects and debris from 100 different screens, unmaking some other carpenter’s hard work. Or perhaps even his own, who knows? Even more poorly defined here is Luigi, who literally appears as Mario’s duplicate, all the way down to the colors of his outfit. The advent of Luigi in Mario Bros. a year and a half prior to Wrecking Crew’s debut gave the alternating two-player mode its own distinct names besides Player 1 and Player 2, but that’s literally as far as Nintendo had made it in terms of defining these characters.

		The visual and conceptual dissonance of Wrecking Crew’s presentation gives it an ersatz feel, like some odd arcade bootleg. That couldn’t have been further from the truth, though; on the contrary, it was produced by key Nintendo personnel. Besides being produced by Yokoi, who had also supervised the development of previous Mario titles including Mario Bros., Wrecking Crew’s main designer was Yoshio Sakamoto, who would go on to direct Metroid, and future Super Mario Land director Satoru Okada directed it. Finally, many sources credit Hirokazu “Hip” Tanaka as the game’s composer, and certainly it bears the trademark jauntiness of his musical style.

		In short, Wrecking Crew serves as another early instance of Nintendo’s different internal divisions riffing on a concept in their own distinct ways. Ice Climber, Wrecking Crew, and Super Mario Bros. all present three wholly unique answers to the question of, “How do you follow up a game like Mario Bros.?” Of course, Super Mario Bros. would prove to be the ultimate answer to that question, and such is that game’s popularity and influence that it’s hard to imagine any other answer. But it wasn’t so clear-cut at the beginning of 1985.

		Side-scrolling platformers were a very new, and honestly not so impressive, concept at that point. Pac-Land had brought the American Pac-Man cartoon into pixel form, but it felt more like an awkward experiment than like the dawn of a major new genre… in part because Namco used a two-button system for Pac-Man’s lateral movement, despite the fact that the original Pac-Man arcade cabinet had cemented the joystick as the default coin-op controller. Both Ice Climber and Wrecking Crew feel like logical, incremental expansions on the Mario Bros. concept. They took the single-screen action design of that game and added vertical scrolling while focusing on different elements. Ice Climber, of course, centered on jumping and cooperative action. Wrecking Crew, on the other hand, attempted to wed the Mario Bros. structure to the puzzle platformer design that was so common to the era.

		Perhaps not surprisingly, Wrecking Crew shared some staff in common with that of Gyromite, which would arrive a few months later; clearly Nintendo’s R&D1 team had an interest in puzzle action. In this case, the puzzle mechanics revolved around the fact that Mario needed to clear each screen of unwanted walls and structures.

		That sounds easy enough in concept, but beyond the first few stages, Wrecking Crew’s level designs become intricate and interlocked, with destructible elements that also serve as platforms and ladders to otherwise unreachable objects. You can only move along to the next stage once you clear the current level of all destructible elements, be it panels, brick walls, or cement ladders.

		Completing most stages of Wrecking Crew requires a certain amount of planning, or else you’ll end up with a handful of inaccessible items that prevent you from advancing. The game allows you to cancel out of a stage with the press of a button, but doing so resets your lives and scores—so if you become stuck, the only way to avoid starting over is to allow a fireball to kill you (as in Mario Bros., a fireball files from the edge of the stage at certain intervals). Since Wrecking Crew wasn’t an arcade game—outside of the obligatory Vs. System release, of course—the fireball works less as a way to keep quarter drops brisk and more like a puzzle element to bear in mind… or, of course, as a handy suicide pill in a worst-case scenario.
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		The fireball isn’t the only hazard present in Wrecking Crew. You also have to contend with three different enemies: Wrenches, eggplants, and Foreman Spike. (Yes, eggplants again. This isn’t even the last we’ll see of them. Someone at Nintendo was clearly a big fan.) These three dangers may not seem like much to worry about, but within the game’s limited space they pose ample danger.

		Wrenches tend to be predictable, following Mario to the best of their ability wherever they can find a path. They’ll chase him across platforms and up and down ladders, slowly but persistently. It’s not too difficult to fool them, but their inexorable march makes them a constant, lurking danger as you navigate the stages.

		Their limited AI can also cause them to become stuck in loops that prevent you from progressing or clearing a stage, so you have to watch out for that. Wrenches appear in two different colors, though they only difference between the two variants appears to be the speed at which they move.

		Eggplants are much more dangerous simply for their sheer unpredictability. They seem to have no real interest in Mario per se, but they dash blindly throughout each stage and move up and down ladders on a whim.

		One eggplant is usually no trouble to deal with, but when several appear at once things can become dicey. Because their behavior appears so haphazard, staying clear of their erratic movements can be difficult.
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		And finally, there’s Foreman Spike. Where bumping into a Wrench or Eggplant will cause Mario to lose a life, Spike can’t actually hurt Mario. Instead, he moves around in the background plane of the action, shadowing Mario’s movements. If he catches up to Mario while both characters are standing on opposite sides of a destructible object, he’ll attempt to smash the scenery before the player can. If he’s faster on the draw, the shock of his demolitions will send Mario plummeting to the lowest level of the stage, similar to detonating one of the bombs that appear within the stages. The reverse is also true, though: You can send Foreman Spike plunging to the floor if you can crush a wall before he does.

		The indirect nature of the threat Spike poses, and his ability to break the scenery just like Mario can, makes him by far the most devious and complex element of the game. Spike can completely spoil a run through a level by, say, knocking Mario off a platform that can’t be reached again from the bottom of the screen… or worse, by smashing a destructible ladder while Mario’s climbing it. Some later puzzles even center around exploiting Spike’s behavior by using him to knock Mario to the lower portion of a stage that can’t be reached any other way.

		Wrecking Crew has a pretty simple premise and a very limited sandbox, but it’s designers explored pretty much every possible aspect of the game’s mechanics in the course of its 100 stages. And for those who find even its advanced challenges (like very precisely outracing enemies in a very linear maze) disappointing, Wrecking Crew is also one of the three entries in Nintendo’s Programmable Series.

		As with Excitebike, you can design multiple stages of your own using the full palette of options available to the original design team. And, as with Excitebike, Japanese Famicom owners had the option to save their creations to tape—a feature included in the U.S. ROM but never fully enabled due to its reliance on a peripheral that never made its way stateside.

		Not surprisingly, Wrecking Crew also saw a Vs. System release, though it seems the most unlikely fit for arcade play of all Nintendo’s Vs. System conversions. Nintendo reissued the game on Famicom Disk System in 1988, along with the many other early Famicom titles, though this particular reissue lacked any notable alterations besides, naturally, the option to save level creations to diskette rather than tape.

		Surprisingly, though, that wasn’t the end for Wrecking Crew. The game has been reissued numerous times over the past decade or so, including on Virtual Console and eReader. More unusually, it also received a Japan-only sequel for Super Famicom called Wrecking Crew ’98. As the title suggests, it appeared at the very, very end of that system’s life and originally showed up as a download-only release for rewriteable carts, though it did eventually get a retail release. Likely due to its incredibly late publication date and Japan-only distribution system, Nintendo never bothered to release it in other regions (though it would probably work quite nicely as a Virtual Console title).

		Wrecking Crew ’98 makes for a pretty strange follow-up, though; despite what the name might imply, it’s not a remake or even what you might think of as a proper sequel; it is, in every way, a completely different game from the NES original. Rather than playing out as an ’80s-style puzzle platformer, Wrecking Crew ’98 takes the form of a ’90s-style falling block platformer, vaguely like Panel de Pon/Puzzle League. Mario smashes multicolored wall modules while trying to line them up into advantageous arrangements, sending garbage blocks over to his opponent and vice-versa.

		Aside from featuring Mario with a hammer and the presence of the original Wrecking Crew foes, including Foreman Spike—shooting down rumors Spike was actually Wario—Wrecking Crew ’98 has very little to do with the NES game. It also fails to be a patch on its inspiration Puzzle League, loaded down with complex mechanics and abstract goals. Still, its existence does add a touch of extra legitimacy to this strange hiccup in Mario’s history.
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		In truth, the original NES game needs any advantage it can claim; its awkward timing caused it to become totally overshadowed by Mario’s world-shattering subsequent adventure. Wrecking Crew only appeared in Japan a few months before Super Mario Bros. redefined Mario, and the standards of NES software, forever. In the U.S., of course, the two games showed up more or less day-and-date together. As such, Wrecking Crew feels like a bit of an orphan in Nintendo’s history, the final experimental Mario game before the character’s true canon was established once and for all, destroying his freedom to undertake such oddball efforts.

		Nevertheless, it’s less of an outlier than many people seem to think. It has a direct creative line to the original Mario Bros., and most of the Wrecking Crew development team would get together again in a few years to produce Mario’s portable debut, Super Mario Land. That game’s pretty weird, too, but R&D1’s work with the Mario and later Wario games would go on to prove that weirdness wasn’t a defect in R&D1’s Mario adventures… It was more like the main point. So bask in the weirdness and enjoy what amounts to a pretty solid puzzle platformer, won’t you?
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			Wrecking Crew ’98, a Japan-only Super Famicom release.
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		Kung Fu

		スパルタンX • Spartan-X

		Developer: Irem/Nintendo • Publisher: Nintendo

		Developer: Brawler • Release: June 1985 (Japan) Oct. 1985 (U.S.) April 1987 (Europe)

		NES-SX-USA

		
			Alternate version release data

			Kung Fu [Arcade, 1984]

			Kung Fu Master [Apple II, 1985]

			Kung Fu Master [Commodore 64, 1985]

			Kung Fu Master [MSX, 1985]

			PlayChoice-10 [Arcade, 1985]

			Kung Fu Master [Amstrad CPC, 1987]

			Kung Fu Master [Atari 2600, 1987]

			Kung Fu Master [Atari 7800, 1989]

			Kung-Fu Master [Game Boy, 1990]

			Irem Arcade Classics [Saturn/PlayStation, 1996]

		
	

	
		Nintendo published every game to appear at the NES launch in America, both its test launch in October 1985 and the more general release the following summer. But not every one of those games was developed by Nintendo. Two very lucky third-party creations were selected, presumably with the help of Howard Philips (the young game fanatic who served as NOA’s finger on the pulse of the consumer). These two licensed titles ascended to NES launch day status and entered the holy pantheon of Black Box games. Perhaps not coincidentally, both were from Irem, based on two of their most popular arcade creations of the early ’80s.

		Proper third-party NES releases, published by companies besides Nintendo and in packaging without the distinctive Black Box branding, wouldn’t appear until the end of 1986. For the first year the NES existed in America, its entire lineup of games came from Nintendo itself—nearly a perfect repeat of the Famicom’s first year in Japan (see Nintendo Family Computer). Of course, the NES came along quite a while after the Famicom’s debut, so Nintendo could afford to be selective about what it brought to the U.S. By the time Nintendo made its first tentative American appearance, the company had an array of more than 70 Famicom releases to choose from.

		For the most part, the company simply brought over its own creations, which made sense given that Nintendo had the best handle on the hardware early on. But it dropped games that didn’t make sense in the U.S., like the very Japanese go game Gomoku Narabe Renju, or Popeye Eigo Asobi, a game in which E.C. Seger’s famous sailor man taught English. Nintendo also dropped Devil World, of course, and even the relatively impressive-looking F-1 Race.

		All told, Nintendo of America offered a lineup of no less than 25 games for the NES by June 1986, an impressive array just in time for the system’s proper nationwide rollout. There was even one title in there that Nintendo had created exclusively for the U.S. This makes the two third-party games Nintendo took under its wing for the NES launch remarkable—what was it about these two particular creations that the company found worthy of elevating to Black Box status?

		
			
				[image: kungfu1]
				[image: kungfu2]
				[image: kungfu3]
			

		
		10-Yard Fight makes sense; it was the only rendition of American football on Famicom at that point, even better suited for the U.S. market than to Japan. But Kung-Fu, also known as Kung-Fu Master, also known as Spartan-X… that’s a little harder to explain. Kung-Fu had been a modest arcade hit, but there were bigger names Nintendo could have chosen from—a whole raft of Namco titles like Galaga and Pac-Man, Hudson’s port of Lode Runner, or Taito’s Elevator Action, for example. But those were all older arcade titles; perhaps Nintendo simply wanted a more forward-facing work.

		Kung-Fu stood at the crest of a new wave of arcade games that would dominate the mid ’80s, breaking the action out of single-screen board design in favor of fast-paced, side-scrolling thrills. It was part of the same movement that would give us Ghosts ’N Goblins, Rolling Thunder, Rastan Saga, and of course Super Mario Bros. I referenced Irem’s Moon Patrol vis-a-vis the design of Excitebike, and that work is even more relevant here: At the time of the NES’s launch, Kung-Fu was the latest coin-op creation by Moon Patrol’s lead designer, Takashi Nishiyama. It would inspire countless other games, which eventually appeared in sufficient numbers to constitute a genre unto themselves—the belt-scroller—and Nishiyama himself would go on to create the fighting game genre with Street Fighter and tons of SNK brawlers. In other words, Kung-Fu most likely made the cut for NES because it was simply the hottest and most of-the-moment arcade game available for the platform at the time… second only to Super Mario Bros. in terms of cutting-edge appeal.

		Certainly it stood out at the time. Featuring the most detailed visuals of any NES launch game, Kung-Fu contained five side-scrolling levels, each one containing increasingly difficult threats over the last. It even included voice samples, a real rarity at that point. In short, a compelling showcase of the NES hardware.

		In retrospect, Kung-Fu feels rather slight as a game experience. It includes side-scrolling in two directions, even allowing players to reverse their direction (unlike Super Mario Bros.), but the action ultimately lacks much substance. Your protagonist Thomas doesn’t have much to do but walk forward while punching and kicking.

		Thomas’ move set should feel fairly familiar to anyone who knows fighting games; clearly Nishiyama already had a pretty solid vision for how video brawling should work. The hero can punch straight ahead, kick high, or duck and perform a low punch or floor sweep. Tap up on the D-pad and Thomas will leap to clear low threats or perform an aerial attack. However, that’s pretty much it for his bag of tricks.

		You wield these martial arts powers against a seemingly endless array of identical enemies who march at you mindlessly in waves. The most basic enemies simply walk up to Thomas and grab onto him, slowly sapping his health. They’re responsible for the game’s most iconically ridiculous image: That of a man-train of warriors clinging to the hero, like some sort of sexy martial artist sandwich. These guys present a hazard only due to their sheer numbers; they appear from both sides of the screen in rapid succession, and their relentless urge to embrace the hero can distract from more dangerous opponents, like knife-throwers.

		Where grapplers spawn infinitely, the knife-throwers appear at more or less fixed intervals. Unlike the grapplers they prefer to hang back and attack Thomas from a distance. They’ll follow the hero as he advances or back away if he comes too close, trying to keep a decent amount of space between them so they can toss daggers from afar. They can fling knives both high and low, forcing Thomas to duck the blades at head-height and leap the ones below.  Arcade veterans might remember dealing with similar dual-level projectiles in Elevator Action, and the idea here is much the same. The blade-throwers even exhibit similar tells to that game’s secret agents, ducking low immediately before tossing a knife at Thomas’ feet.

		While the grapplers themselves aren’t particularly dangerous, it’s easy to let them distract you from ranged opponents and take a knife to the face as a result—knives of course inflicting far heavier damage than a grapple.

		Beginning in the second stage, Thomas also has to deal with a third enemy type, who are either children or little people. These tiny warriors can only be taken out by low attacks, and they have an annoying tendency to launch themselves unpredictably into jump kicks, bouncing off Thomas’ head in a way that would look hilarious if it didn’t inflict so much damage. When you face off against all three of these most common enemy types at once, Kung-Fu becomes pretty frantic.

		The game does somewhat mitigate its repetitive nature with a touch of randomness. Certain enemies, like bosses and knife-flingers, appear at regular intervals. The grapplers and little guys, however, show up less predictably, and will seemingly appear infinitely until the timer runs down if you simply stand around. The game also throws in a little extra variety on the second and fourth floors of the enemy hideout in the form of non-human hazards.

		The first half of floor two consists of a gauntlet of three different types of balls that fall from the ceiling, forcing Thomas to react to the threats within. Green pots smash on the floor to reveal a serpent that sidles along the ground and can’t be defeated with martial arts, only avoided. White orbs create a tall dragon that breathes fire at Thomas’ head before vanishing in a puff of smoke; while it’s possible to strike down one of these dragons, moving in close enough to land blows without getting crisped by its fire breath can be difficult. Finally, there are yellow orbs that hover in the air and can be pummeled for bonus points before they explode. These objects all fall unpredictably, so you have to be on your toes in this section, but fortunately human foes only begin pouring onto the screen after the hazard section ends.

		You face a similar series of obstacles on the fourth floor, where small openings in the wall belch out deadly moths. The erratic, diagonal patterns the moths adopt makes them the single most dangerous thing in the entire game, ridiculous as that may be, and it’s a tremendous challenge to make it through the bug gauntlet section unscathed.
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		The final challenge Kung-Fu contains come in the form of the five bosses that appear at the end of each of the five floors. These enemies possess special attacks or traits that make them much more dangerous than other foes, including a higher-than-usual resistance to Thomas’ attacks. One guy carries a baton that gives him extra reach, for example, while the fourth floor is bizarrely guarded by a hunchback who can fling fireballs.

		At the top of the enemy dojo, you face the evil Mr. X, the fiend responsible for setting the events of the game into action. Mr. X is the trickiest foe in the game, hopping about and avoiding Thomas’ attacks with a sort of erratic fluidity that calls to mind Bruce Lee. Like every boss, though, he’s not too difficult if you get in close and perform rapid low kicks.

		Thematically, Kung-Fu presents a strange melting pot, with its standard save-the-girl theme, Chinese martial artists, and bizarre mishmash of bosses. But all of this weirdness exists for a reason: Despite its generic American title, Kung-Fu was in fact based on an early Jackie Chan martial arts flick bearing the odd title of Wheels on Meals. This had nothing to do with the charity organization Meals on Wheels and instead referred, obliquely, to the fact that Chan’s character, Thomas, worked as a food truck chef.
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		The game itself is based on the final act of the movie, wherein a beautiful con artist named Sylvia—whose mother lives in the same mental ward as Thomas’ father—finds herself abducted by a criminal organization who aims to get at her sizable inheritance. Despite starring Chinese leads and centering on kung-fu combat, Wheels on Meals was set in Barcelona, Spain, which perhaps accounts for the motley, multiracial cast of bosses; Sylvia herself is a Spaniard, portrayed in the film by actress Lola Forner.

		None of this is made particularly explicit within the game—you’d never know about the film connection unless you happened to be a Jackie Chan aficionado who recognized the names Thomas and Sylvia—and each iteration of the game demonstrated less and less overt relationship to the film. The Japanese arcade game bore the same title as the Japanese version of the movie, Spartan X, and the promotional flyer featured stills and photos from the movie, with Chan front and center. The Famicom game, however, played down the connection, retaining the name and using a somewhat recognizable cartoon caricature of Chan on its cover while dropping more concrete film connections altogether.

		The NES game, on the other hand, simply featured a more elaborate rendition of the player character’s sprite on box. The copyright indicia cites Irem, who developed the arcade version, but none of the production or distribution companies involved in the film’s creation. The NES would ultimately see a great many Japanese licensed games modified due to rights issues and costs when localized into the U.S., but Kung-Fu offers an unusual case: A game that avoided license-related issues not through revision but simply via omission.

		As choices of games for Nintendo to pick up for first-party release at the NES launch go, Kung-Fu was a good one. Its bold visuals and fast-paced action made it a perfect game for retail floor demo kiosks. R.O.B. the Robot Operating Buddy may have been more unique to the NES, but its complex setup didn’t make for an effective pick-up-and-play demonstration; Kung-Fu did. Nine times out of 10, an NES kiosk that wasn’t running a loop of Super Mario Bros. in the early days was showing off Kung-Fu instead.

		With its simple design and mere five stages, Kung-Fu didn’t offer nearly the depth and substance of Mario, but what it did offer was an impressive conversion of a recent arcade game. Certainly at the time of the NES’s debut, before Master System launched in America, Kung-Fu was easily the most eye-popping arcade port ever to appear on a home console. It’s a game that launched its own genre, and it probably sold a lot of NES systems, too.

		Strangely, despite its prominence in the U.S., Kung-Fu’s life more or less dead-ended here. A tentative sequel never took form, and the eventual successor—Spartan-X 2—remained stranded in Japan. Only the Game Boy Kung-Fu Master (which was more a remix than a proper successor) and offshoot Vigilante for Turbografx-16 made their way west. As for the original, the combination of its movie license (obscured as it may have been in the U.S.) and the fact that Irem bailed on video gaming altogether several years ago means we’ll almost certainly never see a Virtual Console release for the game. But maybe that’s OK; it served its role 30 years ago as a stunning demonstration of what the NES could accomplish, but these days it feels much more dated than many other early NES games.
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			Left: Arcade version [credit: hardcoregaming101.net]
			
Center: Spartan-X 2 [credit: vgmuseum.com]
			
Right: Promo art for the unreleased Kung-Fu 2 [credit: Frank Cifaldi]

		
	



	KEEPING THE OLD WAYS ALIVE

	
		Nintendo never totally abandoned the NES, even after its retirement. In many ways, the company’s ability to monetize a long-dead console has inspired trends and entire business models for the games industry.

		The real watershed moment came half a decade after the NES’s retirement, when Katsuya Eguchi’s team crammed a bunch of emulated NES ROMs into Doubutsu no Mori (Animal Crossing) for Nintendo 64DD as unlockable bonuses. This was likely inspired by SEGA’s inclusion of its own classic arcade hits as in-world unlockables in Shenmue, but Animal Crossing went the extra mile by including nearly 20 titles. These turned out to be one of the most popular features of the game, which seemingly prompted Nintendo to say, “Well, if people love these old games for free, maybe they’d pay money for them?”

		Soon after, the eReader card series followed. The bizarre paper-based nature of that device limited game selections to small Black Box ROMs, but Nintendo offered a richer selection of titles to play on Game Boy Advance via the NES Classics (aka Famicom Mini) series. While compromised due to resolution limitations, these games sold quite well and almost certainly inspired Nintendo to make NES (and other classic systems) a key selling point of its upcoming Wii console through the Virtual Console, which allowed players to purchase games a la carte through a download-only interface.

		Virtual Console started strong, but it trailed off after a few years. Its treatment of NES software in particular diminished in the move to 3DS and Wii U, prompting outspoken developer Hideki Kamiya to publically excoriate Nintendo for its poor 8-bit emulation. Thankfully, the criticism seems to have made a difference: The NES Classic Edition mini-console (at least as of press time) looks to do a much better job of reproducing its selection of 30 NES greats.
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			Left: The complete Animal Crossing NES arcade. [credit: giantbomb.com]
			
Center: Classic NES Series Metroid for GBA.
			
Right: The NES Classic Edition mini-console.
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		R.O.B.: Robot Operating Buddy

		ロボット • Robot

		Developer: Nintendo • Manufacturer: Nintendo

		Developer: Peripheral • Release: July 1985 (Japan) Oct. 1985 (U.S.) 

		NES-012

	

	
		The U.S. console market existed in a cataclysmic state in 1985. Television games had become a true persona non grata with retailers after the collapse of the Atari 2600 market. That console imploded so violently that competing consoles like the Intellivision and ColecoVision were sucked into the wake and destroyed along with Atari. Nintendo realized, however—thanks in large part to the enormous success of its arcade releases—that the reluctance of American merchants to stock the localized version of their Family Computer console reflected those retailers’ fear of getting stuck with additional millions worth of unsold video game inventory rather than actual disinterest in video games by consumers. The company felt confident that kids would play their games, provided those kids had the opportunity to actually get their hands on said games.

		The challenge, then, would be in making that love connection. Retailers stood as the immovable object to the NES’s irresistible force. Hence the system’s 1985 test launch: Nintendo didn’t roll out the system in a few local markets that October because they were afraid of going too big. Rather, the problem was that they literally couldn’t convince retailers across the country to stock the thing. So, they took the grassroots approach. They managed to convince a handful of New York City toy retailers (including F.A.O. Schwarz) to set up NES point-of-sale demo displays with a no-risk promise: Any systems the seller failed to move could be returned for a full credit. Unlike its predecessors, there would be no desperate dollar-bin dumps for the NES.

		The NES didn’t quite sell out that holiday season, but it performed well enough that other retailers took notice. That success opened the door for Nintendo to expand into limited markets in Los Angeles, San Francisco, and other cities throughout the following year. By the time the 1986 holiday season rolled around, the NES was available across the country… assuming you could find such a hot-ticket Christmas commodity, that is.

		The system’s slow release in the U.S. wasn’t the only stratagem Nintendo employed to convince retailers to stock the NES, though. They also took tremendous pains to obfuscate the fact that, yes, this was a device for playing video games.
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			Right: R.O.B. included a filter—a strip of adhesive smoked plastic on wax paper that could attach to his eye plate to minimize light interference.

		
		Corporate buyers found that Nintendo’s initial design for the console (a sleek futuristic all-in-one console and computer called the Advanced Video System), looked entirely too much like one of those early ’80s consoles that had been such poison in stores. Plus, the name sounded a lot like the alternate name of Atari’s 2600 console, the Video Computer System. So, Nintendo redesigned and rebranded the system to skirt around the idea of “video” or “games.” It would instead become the Nintendo Entertainment System, with gigantic carts that kids slid into the discreet front panel of the system rather than slamming into the top of the machine—like a VCR! With game boxes that were almost exactly the same size as VHS cassette cases!

		Finally, as the coup de grace, Nintendo also dug into its history as a toy maker to create for the NES the most sophisticated gadget it had ever produced. As the AVS’s keyboard and cassette drive went out the window, they were replaced instead by an interactive robot toy, R.O.B.: The Robot Operating Buddy.

		R.O.B. was a fascinating piece of work. He demonstrated a brilliant example of Nintendo’s skill for repurposing existing technology in new ways. Fundamentally, R.O.B. used the same tech that powered the Zapper light gun, with a sensor capable of reading single-frame flashes of light as information. However, R.O.B. reversed several key concepts behind the operation of light gun titles. When players fired the Zapper to shoot a duck, the light gun would read the screen, then transmit that visual information back to the console through the controller port for the game software to interpret. R.O.B., on the other hand, was entirely a self-contained gadget. He operated with a set of AA batteries, and he didn’t plug in to the NES the way the Zapper did. When players transmitted information to R.O.B., that was the end of the console’s interpretation of those instructions.
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		Instead, the flashes of on-screen light would cause R.O.B. to perform a variety of actions. R.O.B.’s “eyes” disguised a lens containing a sensor setup similar to that of the Zapper. When the NES sent a signal, R.O.B.’s motors would kick into gear and cause him to perform an action in response to the specific instructions coded into the signal.

		R.O.B. possessed a simple design, consisting of a base, a stem, a head, and an adjustable shelf with arms mounted on it. His head contained his sensor apparatus, while both the arm shelf and the base housed independent motors. A small red LED on R.O.B.’s head would light up when R.O.B. “saw” the TV screen, giving players a clear indication that R.O.B. was working correctly and could interact with the game. The robot’s general design bore more than a slight resemblance to Tomy’s Omnibot 2000, a remote control robot toy that in turn owed a tremendous debt to R2-D2, V.I.N.C.E.N.T. from Disney’s The Black Hole, and Twiki from the then-recent Buck Rogers TV series. There was a whole lot of zeitgeist happening in R.O.B., and Nintendo’s aim was clear: Sell the NES by presenting it as a cool, of-the-moment robot toy.

		It absolutely worked. Despite R.O.B’s derivative design, he gave the NES a face that had nothing to do with pixelated graphics (see front cover). “See,” Nintendo could tell skeptical retailers, “the NES is a toy that you played with your plastic pal who’s fun to be with! …and, oh yeah, also it plays a dozen other games that have nothing to do with R.O.B.”

		In truth, R.O.B. constituted an almost completely useless gimmick. Nintendo made a whopping two games that made use of R.O.B., both of which debuted with the NES in 1985. No third party ever did a thing with the gadget, presumably because R.O.B. himself was useless on his own: In order to interact with a game, R.O.B. required a small fleet of small, pricey, and easily lost accessories.

		Anyone familiar with Nintendo in the years since the NES launch should recognize the general strategy behind R.O.B.; it’s a Nintendo standard. Create an interesting peripheral to create a sense of unique value for a console, make a couple of games for that add-on, then abandon both the peripheral and its owners almost immediately. (See also: The Famicom 3D glasses, the Super NES light gun and mouse, the 64DD, the Game Boy Advance eCard Reader, the Pokémon FireRed and LeafGreen wireless adapter, the Play-Yan media player, an infinite slew of Wii controller accessories, Game Boy Micro faceplates, the Wii U GameCube Controller adapter, and likely the New Nintendo 3DS.) R.O.B. marked the beginning of this frustrating tradition, and by the time the NES properly took off in the U.S., fans had extracted every gram of entertainment to be had from R.O.B. The cute little robot drifted from his place by players’ side to a dusty corner on the TV credenza to a jumbled pile of parts in a box, his batteries slowly leaking and corroding over time to render the forgotten robo-pal a useless heap of plastic.

		Even so, R.O.B. did the trick for which he was created. In an era where the word “video games” caused American toy retailers to recoil and make the sign of the cross, R.O.B. softened their hearts and sat front and center in Nintendo commercials and print ads.

		The company offered R.O.B. two ways: First, as a pack-in for the pricey but undeniably cool NES Deluxe Set, where it sat alongside the console, a Zapper, two controllers, packaged copies of Duck Hunt and Gyromite, and a small armada of Gyromite accessories. R.O.B. also came in a standalone variant for those who bought the barebones NES Basic Set and decided later than they wanted to spend a lot of money to play two mediocre puzzle action games. However, while the Zapper continued to appear as an NES pack-in well into the console’s life and lasted long enough to require a redesign, R.O.B. disappeared quickly. Considering the gadget’s size, cost, and lack of ongoing support, there wasn’t much value to keeping him around… plus, the NES had won. R.O.B. had served his purpose.

		Today, of course, R.O.B. exists more more a nostalgic tchotchke than something people genuinely use. He’s a great display piece, iconic and charming without taking up too much space, but few ever go to the trouble of setting him up to play the two games he shipped with. On top of the elaborate setup required to use R.O.B., there’s also the small matter that—much like the Zapper—he doesn’t work with modern televisions. R.O.B. is keyed to cathode ray tube technology, which means that unless you’re the sort of resilient retro technophile who keeps around an ancient tube TV, the march of technology has reduced one of gaming’s most memorable emissaries into an unseeing lump.
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		Even back in the olden days of CRT televisions, R.O.B. was never guaranteed to work. Light interference can prevent him from seeing the screen, and even too-bright TV screens can cause trouble; the robot shipped with an optional filter to affix to his eye lenses if needed.

		Not only that, but even Nintendo found R.O.B. vexing. When NES designer Masayuki Uemura spoke about the system’s history in 2015 at NYU’s Game Institute, he laughingly admitted that Nintendo’s designers didn’t really understand the accessory. Nintendo wunderkind Howard Philips has also spoken about the frustrations that R.O.B. inspired during those crucial early retail demos. Nintendo personnel were given detailed instructions about how to showcase R.O.B., but even then those presentations involved a lot of finger-crossing in the hopes that the ambient light wouldn’t overwhelm his sensors and turn the demo into a farce… a tech crisis that a later generation of Nintendo presenters would become familiar with during E3 demos for Wii games.

		Despite all of this, R.O.B. remains a beloved NES memory and a symbol of the NES for millions. As such, you can’t truly call the device a disaster. The NES video robot brilliantly leveraged Nintendo’s experience with toy-making as well as their evolving light gun technology to give their gaming aspiration a foothold in a hostile market. Building a future with the strength of the past—a smart move, and one that Nintendo deservedly prospered from.
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		Gyromite

		ロボットジャイロセット • Robot Gyro Set

		Developer: Nintendo • Publisher: Nintendo

		Developer: Puzzle (Platformer) • Release: Aug. 1985 (Japan) Oct. 1985 (U.S.) 

		NES-GY-USA

	

	
		Robot Gyro, aka Gyromite, debuted in Japan just two months before the U.S. launch of the system, in August 1985. That puts it two weeks after the debut of its sibling release, Robot Block (aka Stack-Up), which launched at the end of July 1985. However, it makes more sense to break from the chronological sequence that drives this book and explore Gyromite first, because Gyromite came packed in with the NES hardware in America. It played a huge part in the system’s early marketing efforts. Furthermore, understanding this game is essential to understanding Stack-Up, too.

		You may wonder why that same exception didn’t hold true for the system’s other American pack-in, Duck Hunt, which shipped after Wild Gunman in Japan. The difference: Wild Gunman had a remarkable legacy of its own that served as valuable context for Duck Hunt. Stack-Up has no legacy, and it is in no way remarkable… save for the fact that it shipped only in an exceedingly rare accessory pack and has become tremendously expensive on the aftermarket. That is to say, its only notable trait was its failure.

		Gyromite, on the other hand, helped make the NES a hit. It’s also a difficult game to play properly in this day and age. As such, it has become the most unfairly misunderstood NES launch game.

		Gyromite was one of the two games Nintendo ever produced for R.O.B., and it uses the robot’s limited interactive capabilities in a completely different way than its counterpart Stack-Up. It also requires a completely separate set of accessories than R.O.B., which only adds to the general frustration of the NES Robot Series.

		In a nutshell, Gyromite was a puzzler platformer very much in keeping with the games of the early ’80s. Think Mappy, Nuts & Milk, Flappy, or Door Door, and you’re on the right track. As it happens, all four of those games had already made an appearance on Famicom by the time this game launched in Japan. So, while Gyromite feels like a bit of an oddity to Americans who missed out on the PC/arcade puzzle action conversions of the early Famicom days, to Japanese fans the game only really stood apart from a crowded field on account of requiring an elaborate and expensive peripheral to play.
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		Gyromite tasks players with guiding a professor through a maze to collect sticks of dynamite before they explode. Professor Hector and his player-two counterpart Professor Vector have no offensive capabilities of their own, and the mazes they must navigate have become infested with odd birdlike creatures called Smicks, which are deadly to the touch. The challenge becomes to collect all the dynamite scattered throughout each maze without stumbling into a Smick.

		You have only two resources at your disposal: First, you can distract the Smicks by dropping fruit in their path. This strategem comes with a number of limitations. Professor Hector can only use the fruit he actually finds in the maze; he can only carry a single piece at a time; and each piece only works as a temporary distraction once—when a Smick has eaten a piece of fruit, it’s gone for good. So this tactic is quite limited, but it’s essential, as a feasting Smick becomes immobile while it gobbles its food, remaining motionless and passive so that Hector can slip past to safety. Dropping fruit in tactical spots becomes a key to surviving Gyromite’s mazes.

		However, that’s not Hector’s only survival resource. The other comes in the form of R.O.B., the Robot Operating Buddy. Hector has the ability to pause and send instructions to R.O.B., turning the console-robot interaction into a part of the game itself. By pressing Select, players put the game into “transmit” mode, which involves Hector standing still and fiddling with a remote control that relays commands to R.O.B. Note that while Hector stands motionless in transmit mode, the game itself doesn’t stop. The countdown timer continues to tick down, and Smicks continue to rampage through the stage. You’re vulnerable while in transmit mode, but you can’t complete the game without using it.
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		But what, you may ask, is the point of transmit mode? How does R.O.B. have any impact on the game? This is where the “gyro” element of Gyromite comes into play. R.O.B. plays the role of gatekeeper here, opening and closing pipe-like red and blue gates that divide the stages. R.O.B.’s accessory set for Gyromite consists of a pair of gyros, a spinner, and two colored levers. The levers in question correspond to the gates, and by placing a gyro on a lever, all gates of the corresponding color will descend. Lift the gyro, and the gates will rise. Entering transmit mode allows you to feed R.O.B. the instructions required to control the games.

		Working with R.O.B. proves to be far more involved than simply raising or lowering the gates, though; the basic play process involved in using Gyromite correctly requires a complex series of actions. There’s a reason each stage gives you a counter of 999 to work with: Playing Gyromite with R.O.B.’s assistance proves to be a slow and arduous process.

		Note that I say “playing Gyromite correctly,” because you can very easily play the game “wrong” and render it weightless and trivial. In fact, it’s several orders of magnitude easier to play the wrong way than to experience it the way it was designed to be played. After all, the proper way requires R.O.B., his accessories, real NES hardware, and a CRT television—none of which are easy to come by three decades later. And for all R.O.B.’s convolutions, in the end he amounts to a Rube Goldberg device to perform a single task: Pressing the A and B buttons on controller two.

		The gates in Gyromite correspond to the two buttons on the second controller, which slots into a holder facing R.O.B. The robot interacts with the game like a person would: He “presses” a button on the second controller to lower the gate activated by that button, and releases in order to raise it. The red and blue levers on R.O.B. Gyromite attachments are connected to separated hinged rails, and when the robot places a gyro on one of the levers, the weight causes the rail to press and hold a button, which triggers an in-game gate.

		In other words, if you want to play Gyromite without the hassle of setting up R.O.B., you can just have a second player activate the gates for you. Heck, it’s a simple and slow enough game that you can do it yourself with your off-hand. Professor Hector only needs to tap the A button on controller one to pick up and drop fruit; besides that, the only time you’ll use controller one’s function besides the D-pad is to trigger transmit mode… which you don’t need if you’re not using R.O.B.

		The problem is that if you’re not using R.O.B., Gyromite becomes laughably simple and lacks anything even resembling challenge. Since the overwhelming majority of NES fans today have experienced the game through emulation or without a proper robot setup, Gyromite seems like a pointless exercise. In truth, though, the game played properly is actually a lot of fun. Gyromite is cumbersome and R.O.B. was a big waste of plastic, no question. Yet this all has a purpose: R.O.B. creates a wholly unique NES experience by reversing the relationship between software and hardware.

		See, you don’t use R.O.B. to play Gyromite; you use Gyromite to play R.O.B. The challenge of the game comes not from trying to outwit the stupid, slow-paced Smicks but rather in juggling R.O.B.’s mechanisms while avoiding threats to Professor Hector. R.O.B. can have two gyros active at once, and balancing them—literally—with the on-screen action and the slow, methodical movements of the robot becomes the true challenge of Gyromite. Nintendo’s marketing line for R.O.B. was that he’d “help you play” the game, but no; R.O.B. is clumsy and awkward, and your role is to help him.

		The Gyromite setup for R.O.B. worked like this: You’d place the robot somewhere with a clear view of the television, then attach his game-specific add-ons. Those consisted of the aforementioned controller tray with gyro lever-and-rail mechanisms, a pair of shafts to the side for storing inactive gyros, and finally a gyro spinner. The spinner is a remarkable piece of work: A small, motorized device that triggers when a gyro is placed in it and sets the gyro spinning. Powered by its own D-cell battery, it sets the gyro to spinning at incredibly high speeds.

		The gyro element of Gyromite is actually pretty impressive as a gadget. Nintendo engineered the gyros remarkably well, and a fully powered gyro can remarkably keep itself upright for about five minutes before losing balance.

		Playing Gyromite involves a lot of gyro-swapping—grabbing the devices from their holders, spinning them up, placing them on the levers, and moving them to a more stable location before they start to run down. It’s a literal balancing act that requires you keep an eye on the in-game situation, the status of the gyros, and the actions of the robot itself.

		You can use Professor Hector’s transmission device to send six different commands to R.O.B.: Up, down, left, right, open, and close. The first two determine the height of his arm assembly, which in this game can be positioned at three heights (high, medium, and low); left and right cause his entire body to rotate through five different positions, while his head remains fixed to watch the television; and open and close control his claws, which can grip the central shaft of spinning gyros without affecting their momentum.Gyromite is easy. Gyromite played while paying heed to R.O.B.’s gyros and methodical movements, though… that’s a true challenge.

		Besides the standard game, Gyromite offers a B mode in which you have no direct control over Professor Hector. Instead, he sleepwalks, marching methodically left to right, and you have free control over R.O.B. Your task in B mode is to simply position the red and blue gates in a way that will allow the somnambulant professor to reach the exits of each stage. There’s no timer in this level, and instead you’re awarded points based on how many steps Hector takes. The professor comes to a halt when he hits a wall or gate, which affords you time to set up your gyros and plan your moves.

		A big part of this mode comes down to timing: You need to master the art of lowering a gate for Hector, then immediately raising it so that it propels him upward to a higher level. Smicks patrol these stages as well, and mode B’s main challenge is to prevent Hector from wandering mindlessly into them. That’s more easily said than done, unfortunately.
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		You can’t scroll ahead to look at the stage layout in mode B the way you can in the main game, which means there’s a heavy element of blind luck and memorization in mode B that undermines the integrity of its design. It’s a neat idea—it’s basically Mario & Wario a decade early, or the precursor to Lemmings, and it features a musical theme remarkably similar to Ballon Fight’s “Balloon Trip” mode. These are all great traits to have in a game’s favor. But ultimately, Mode B feels somewhat too reliant on trial and error to be an unqualified success.

		Despite its shortcomings, Gyromite nevertheless stands out as one of the most unique and inventive games of the early NES launch cycle. Yes, it arose from a marketing gimmick, and Nintendo did an execrable job of supporting R.O.B. beyond those first two games… but Gyromite itself is a fascinating feat of engineering, cleverly blurring the boundaries between toy and game in a way that today’s amiibo can only gaze upon in envy.

		Would it surprise you to learn that R.O.B. was an invention by Gunpei Yokoi, the designer who had created Nintendo’s most innovative and influential gadgets and devices since the ’60s? R.O.B. embodied Yokoi’s design tenet of finding creative uses for established technology: It converted the NES light gun’s tech into an elaborate bit of gadgetry nonsense. You can also see Yokoi’s signature in the combination of fascinating high-tech wizardry with the decidedly low-tech physical mechanisms that were the gyros.

		In fact, R.O.B. was arguably Nintendo’s last great toy creation. He stood as a perfect symbolic bridge between the company’s two eras, really, so the fact that R.O.B. has become such an iconic part of Nintendo lor seems wholly appropriate. Gyromite, and R.O.B., were evolutionary creations joining the company’s analogue past to its digital future. And Gyromite’s pretty great, too. If you ever have the chance to play it properly, be sure to give it a try. You just might be surprised by how much you enjoy it.

	



	Little robot, big boxes
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		Most people associate R.O.B. and Gyromite with the NES Deluxe Set, and certainly those are the most common pick-ups for the accessory and its one good game. But budget-minded families who picked up the NES in its other original incarnation—the standalone control deck—weren’t left out of the fun; Nintendo also sold the Deluxe Set components a la carte. R.O.B. shipped in a fairly compact box containing only the robot, instructions, and the light filter. Gyromite, on the other hand, came in a box even bigger than Stack-Up’s, containing the cartridge and all Gyromite specific components… including R.O.B.’s gripper hands. This set is actually rarer than Stack-Up, though less expensive, since pack-in Gyromite is easy to find.
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			From the collection of Steve Lin.
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		Stack-Up

		ロボットブロックセット • Robot Block Set

		Developer: Nintendo • Publisher: Nintendo

		Developer: Puzzle • Release: July 1985 (Japan) Oct. 1985 (U.S.) 

		NES-SK-USA

	

	
		Considering R.O.B. was nothing more than a kludge that Nintendo’s R&D teams threw together in order to provide a novel retail incentive for the American launch, the accessory’s pack-in game—Gyromite—turned out far better than it really had any right to. Just as Gunpei Yokoi had repurposed Zapper technology to create R.O.B., Gyromite’s lead designer took the popular puzzle platformers of the era and transformed them into a fascinating work that transformed the NES into a convoluted toy. Granted, Gyromite required a fairly cumbersome setup, but its clever design transcended mere novelty and gave NES owners a challenging video game experience like nothing before it… and nothing since, for that matter.

		With such a unique creation under their belt, then, you might wonder why Nintendo never made another piece of software for R.O.B. following the NES launch. After all, a huge number of American fans owned a R.O.B., since he shipped with the popular Deluxe Set launch edition of the system; and those who didn’t buy in with the Deluxe could always simply pick up a R.O.B. a la carte further down the road. The robot represented the face of the NES in those early days, as Mario was still growing into his destiny—a great hook for the system. Thanks to Gyromite, the little guy had demonstrable potential to serve as the nexus for entertaining video game experiences. So what was with his quick abandonment? Why would Nintendo never revisit the Robot Series of NES games?

		You’ll find an answer in the only other Robot Series game Nintendo ever created: Stack-Up. Where Gyromite turned R.O.B. into a central component of a challenging and well-designed puzzle platformer, Stack-Up feels like the prototype of a game that nobody ever bothered to finish. Maybe it is; Stack-Up launched in Japan a few weeks before Gyromite, and based on some hidden comments in the game code it looks to have been something of a rush job: Composer Hirokazu Tanaka seemingly completed the audio engine or music in May 1985, just two months before the game’s launch!  This was the cartridge era, where chip fabrication took several weeks to complete, meaning that Stack-Up and Gyromite were last-minute productions. Maybe that was the case for everything Nintendo produced back in those days; but this game truly feels like a rush job, more so than anything else from the NES launch.
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		The urgency makes sense; the NES test launch loomed large, and R.O.B. software was of utmost importance for the system’s U.S. debut. The robot played a key role in getting the console into stores, and Nintendo needed something for players to do with him. Unsurprisingly, neither game was even given a localized title screen: The U.S. version of Gyromite opens with its Japanese Robot Gyro title screen, and Stack-Up appears here as Robot Block. Like several other NES launch titles, both Gyromite and Stack-Up simply came to America as Japanese-region Famicom boards slotted into adapters that converted their circuit pinouts to be compatible with the NES board.

		In that light, it’s probably less remarkable that Stack-Up turned out to be a pointless pile of garbage than it is that Gyromite somehow didn’t. Still, where Gyromite was a fully formed creation featuring two similar but distinct play modes, Stack-Up lacks a single function that feels complete or even gives the impression of purposefulness. On the contrary, it feels like a development tool hastily tweaked to resemble something reminiscent of a video game and rushed out the door.

		The game jumps immediately to a menu screen that offers you five different selections: Test, Direct, Memory, and one- and two-player variants of Bingo. Test mode simply “wakes” R.O.B. to ensure he’s reading the screen, and possibly alerts the robot’s processor to the fact that it’s playing Stack-Up rather than Gyromite. There is, in fact, a minor difference in R.O.B.’s behavior between the two games: In Gyromite, his arm assembly moves vertically across three different heights. For Stack-Up, he makes slightly finer movements and can adjust his arms to five different heights.

		Otherwise, R.O.B. is doing the same routine here as in Gyromite: Grasping objects, lifting them, rotating to move them to new spots, then lowering and releasing them. There’s potential for a few different takes on this idea, but Stack-Up turns out to be creatively dead on arrival. Stack-Up abandons the paired gyros of its sister game in favor of five plastic pieces. They’re called “blocks” in the official literature, but what they actually resemble are overweight poker chips, all the way down to the embossed, silver-printed Nintendo logos running the blocks’ perimeter. They’re circular, with a sunken middle divot that forms a sort of peg to ensure the pieces fit together securely. Because these consist of wide, solid objects, R.O.B. requires different hand attachments than the gyro-enabling claws of the other game.

		As with Gyromite, the physical goods that accompany the game might be its most clever element. The blocks are solid but have a soft, rubberized texture to prevent slipping, and their triangular divots allow them to slot into one another even if R.O.B.’s lateral movement falls slightly out of alignment. Even more helpfully, the divots act as a sort of guide to nudge R.O.B.’s arms back on track if he drifts during play.

		Again, this shouldn’t be too surprising. Nintendo had a long history of toy manufacturing by this point, but it had been in the gambling business for nearly a century at the time of the NES’s launch… and had been one of the pioneers of bringing Western gambling paraphernalia to Japan. Stack-Up’s blocks look like nothing so much as Nintendo’s own poker chips from decades before.
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		The rest of the Stack-Up peripheral setup, unfortunately, didn’t live up to that same standard. To play the game, you needed to remove the Gyromite gear that fit into the five slots around R.O.B.’s base and replace them with simple platforms. And that was it: Five small plastic platforms on which you placed blocks. Herein lies the problem: Unlike Gyromite, Stack-Up has no physical link between R.O.B. and the NES.

		The second controller has no role in Stack-Up.

		Where Gyromite used its gyro-activated lever attachment to transmit commands to the controller, Stack-Up isolates R.O.B. completely from the system. R.O.B.’s interactivity is entirely a one-sided affair, and he receives commands from the television but never relays any information back. As a result, Stack-Up fails to be a cohesive work, and the game is incapable of measuring whether or not the player has accomplished their assigned goal. Despite all the complexity of the Stack-Up setup, in the end the game comes down to the honor system: Once you’ve completed a task, you press the Start button to tell the game that, yes, mission accomplished.

		This bizarre design oversight demands a high degree of self-motivation from players, which is an awful lot to ask from a game as mundane as Stack-Up. As the title suggests, the entire game revolves entirely around stacking up those blocks. It’s routine robot labor: the video game. And it’s dreadful.

		Stack-Up offers several play modes, but all of them boil down to rearranging stacks of colored blocks. Direct mode is the basic game, though that might be a little confusing at first since Gyromite also had a Direct mode that wasn’t a game. Then again, you could make a strong case that Stack-Up’s Direct mode also isn’t a game, since it essentially amounts to the Gyromite Direct mode with an objective tacked on.

		That objective is indicated on-screen so subtly that you might not even realize it’s there: A small box in the upper right that shows two small arrangements of colored squares. The leftmost arrangement depicts the initial placement of blocks around R.O.B.—the order of colors, and which of his numbered platforms they’re meant to be on—and the figure to its right shows the target arrangement you’re supposed to be aiming for. You’re meant to work against two numbers here: A target for the number of commands you issue to R.O.B., and a countdown timer. The more quickly and efficiently you manage to shift the blocks into their correct configuration, the better your bonus score. But again, this entire game works on the honor system, so there’s literally nothing preventing you from hitting Start the instant a round begins and earning a maximum score—the game won’t penalize you for even this obvious lie.

		The one other difference between the Direct modes in Gyromite and Stack-Up is that this game’s Direct mode doesn’t allow you to command R.O.B. with a simple press of the controller. Instead, you control Professor Hector again as he hops about a set of tile-sized buttons that issue one of R.O.B.’s six commands each time you leap on and depress a button. The middle row of the 3x3 button grid is blank, allowing you a neutral space in which to move between non-contiguous inputs, or to jump off of a button and back on it again in order to issue the same command consecutively. It’s kind of cumbersome, but most likely the idea behind this design was to give players some sort of activity to keep them occupied in the dead time during which R.O.B. slooooooowly executes a command.

		Mode three, Memory mode, proves somewhat more interesting as it basically amounts to a programming exercise. It, too, lacks any sort of feedback from R.O.B. and thus amounts to a test of personal scruples, but it’s the closest thing to entertaining you’ll find in Stack-Up. Rather than directly control R.O.B. here, you instead string together a chain of commands necessary to take R.O.B.’s blocks from initial position to target arrangement. This can grow fairly demanding as the arrangements become more complex, and after a while you might even need to make notes on paper as you queue up directions. Still, while this presents a fairly keen mental test, in the end it suffers from the same fundamental failure as Direct mode: The peripheral setup lacks any sort of feedback mechanism, so failure to properly program R.O.B. has the same result as a correct programming sequence. You earn points, you move along. All playing Stack-Up properly can offer is the private satisfaction of knowing you did well… but without any in-game acknowledgement of success or failure, it all rings hollow.
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		Finally, there’s Bingo mode, which can be undertaken by either one or two players. Bingo mode takes the 3x3 command console grid of the other two modes and turns it into a 5x5 grid in which you have to activate an entire row or column of buttons in order to execute a command linked to that line. Jump across the topmost row to darken all those switches and you’ll issue an “up” command that causes R.O.B. to lift his arm assembly one step. Activate the entire far left column and R.O.B. will open his grip.

		As you’re doing this, you have to deal with two hazards: A spike that drifts randomly around the button grid, and an insect that hops in a straight line along an entire row or column, activating or deactivating switches. Professor Hector will be bumped out of action if he collides with either, but Bingo lacks anything like limited lives, so this amounts to a mere inconvenience. The closest thing to a challenge in Bingo mode comes in the actions of the bug, whose actions on the control panel can also issue commands to R.O.B.. If the bug manages to complete an entire row or column of active switches, it’s no different than doing it yourself.

		Naturally, the goal of this mode is also to rearrange blocks, though because of the more cumbersome input scheme you’re only shooting for target stack quantities rather than color order. It’s difficult enough to input commands while enemies are playing havoc with the input field, but the biggest danger is that R.O.B.’s input control panel strangely features two different sets of Left and Right commands while there’s only one column or row apiece for the other four inputs. As a result, it’s much easier to tell R.O.B. to move laterally, and if you don’t keep an eye on all the active switches on the field, the bug will frequently cause R.O.B. to rotate before you’re ready, which usually results in stacks being knocked over. It’s pretty annoying to meticulously issue commands only to have your hard work spoiled at the last second because the bug completes a line of commands that upends your stacks.

		And that’s really Stack-Up in a nutshell: Meticulous, annoying, hard work. It fails in all the ways that Gyromite succeeded, lacking any sort of inherent ability to check on players’ progress, and offering no real structure or goals beyond “move around colored blocks.” Again, Stack-Up feels like a tech demo forced by circumstances to become a full release, though it’s hard to imagine how it could have been turned into something fun. For Stack-Up to work properly, it would really need some mechanism by which to determine the physical placement of the blocks around R.O.B.—but that would require a weight-sensing device similar to the Wii Balance Board, which was still more than 20 years away in 1985. As it was, Nintendo must have intuited how miserable an experience Stack-Up actually was, because it was the first Black Box game to vanish from shelves back in the day. It was a game you noticed on the poster that came with the NES to advertise other software releases but never actually saw at retail.
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		Stack-Up’s combination of oversized box, multiple accessories, 50% price premium over basic NES releases, and negligible gameplay made it exactly the kind of garbageware whose abundance during the Atari era made retailers so gunshy about the NES in the first place. That it would be attached to R.O.B., the peripheral designed to assuage corporate buyers that, no, the NES wouldn’t precipitate another market collapse—well, there’s irony, and then there’s irony.

		Stack-Up didn’t destroy the NES, though, because the system launched with plenty of genuinely worthwhile releases, and Nintendo quietly retired this dud. It’s impossible to know precisely how long Stack-Up remained in circulation, but several sources indicate that all copies of the game have Famicom-to-NES adapters hidden inside, which would suggest it never saw a second round of production to rework the ROM chip from its original Japanese format to American. Certainly it stands as one of the rarest and hardest-to-find Black Box games, second only to Donkey Kong Jr. Math. Which makes the game an anchor around the necks of the NES faithful 30 years after the fact: Anyone who wants to own a complete set of NES games, or first-party games, or even just Black Box releases ultimately has to come to terms with the scarcity and expense of this dud.

		In the end, R.O.B. had only one good game in him. We ended up getting two games, though, and Stack-Up’s poor implementation of the robot add-on and general insipidness ultimately mean Nintendo chose wisely when they decided not to continue the NES Robot Series. Admittedly, kids and parents who longed for something more to do with the bulky R.O.B. peripheral once Gyromite had been mastered probably didn’t see the good in it… but frankly it’s hard to imagine much positive coming from R.O.B. beyond this point. He works better as an icon than as a device, a novelty for cameos and occasional pieces of homebrew software to revisit from time to time.
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		10-Yard Fight

		１０ヤードファイト • 10-Yard Fight

		Developer: Irem • Publisher: Nintendo

		Developer: Sports (Football) • Release: Aug. 1985 (Japan) Oct. 1985 (U.S.) 1986 (Europe)

		NES-TY-USA

	

	
		As this chronology of the NES’s initial 1985 release lineup nears its end, these final few games appeared in Japan almost simultaneously with the American console launch. Like the system itself, American localizations of games could sometimes take years to arrive following the Japanese debut of those titles, so the quick turnaround of these games makes them particularly noteworthy.

		With Gyromite and Stack-Up, you had two games designed specifically for the American launch. R.O.B. was little more than an oddity in Japan, and Nintendo rushed to complete the peripheral and a couple of games to help the NES make more of an impression on Americans. Or, arguably, not to complete them, when it came to the seemingly unfinished Stack-Up. On the other hand, Irem’s 10-Yard Fight  presents a more complicated case, logistically speaking, as it technically hailed from a third-party, as with Kung-Fu.

		Nintendo would keep a tight rein over NES game production in the U.S., but in Japan publishers could roll their own. Nintendo launched the Famicom without the built-in security measures that the NES would include, and so the Japanese market was far more unruly than in America. 10-Yard Fight publisher Irem was one of those companies that made the most of the freedom afforded by that autonomy: They distinguished their early Famicom cartridges by adding a small red LED to the case that would light up when played. Unlike the NES, the Famicom was a top-loading console, so playing an Irem title gave your Famicom a little extra pizzazz.

		But Irem’s independence meant that Nintendo had to take special measures to get 10-Yard Fight into the U.S. lineup. The game debuted in Japan at the very end of August 1985, a mere six or seven weeks before the NES’s initial release. In order to the game into the October U.S. launch line-up, Nintendo ended up working on the home version of the game themselves—meaning it was a game licensed from a third party, converted to console internally at Nintendo, then published in the U.S. as a first-party title (though released by Irem in Japan).
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		But of course Nintendo would take whatever pains were necessary to get 10-Yard Fight out the door in time for the U.S. launch. Of all the games to appear in the initial NES lineup, 10-Yard Fight was by far the most idiosyncratically suited for American tastes. This has nothing to do with quality or game design, of course, and instead simply reflects the nature of the subject at hand: American football. Japan is one of the few countries in the world that seems willing to even give the time of day to the aggressive rugby variant that Americans call by the name of a completely different European sport, so it’s not too surprising that the NES’s first adaptation of football would come from a Japanese developer and publisher.

		It’s also no surprise that Nintendo looked at its lineup of games that featured, for example, tubby Eskimos rescuing eggplants or interactive robots crushing carnivorous birds with a predlilction for radishes and said, “We need to Yankee this up.” And so 10-Yard Fight enjoyed a place of honor at the NES launch. It would be one of the four sports titles to appear on day-one for the system (five if you count Excitebike), and the only one to originate outside of Nintendo.

		Irem had debuted 10-Yard Fight as an arcade release in 1984, one with a somewhat unusual premise: Players took a strictly offensive role rather than alternating between offense and defense as in other football games. Hence the title: The game consisted of a series of fights to gain 10 yards for a first down and ultimately reach the end zone to score. In other words, it somehow managed to present an even more stripped-down vision of football than Atari’s 1978 Football. You know, the one where everything was rendered in monochrome Xs and Os. But, its simple and energetic score attack design worked well in arcades, offering a quick, fast-paced approximation of football.

		For the NES release, however, Irem (and Nintendo) retooled the game from top to bottom. While the offensive play design remained more or less the same, the home version adds alternating sides and a two-player option. In the arcade, 10-Yard Fight simply penalized players with a loss of yardage for failing to earn a first down or for allowing an interception. On NES, however, these setbacks allow the CPU or second player to take possession of the ball and attempt to undertake their own 10-yard fight. The field rotates 180º based on current possession so that the offense always appears at the bottom of the screen, driving upward toward the end zone above.
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		This being an 8-bit team-based sport, 10-Yard Fight involves an awful lot of shortcuts and simplifications. When you receive the ball, your team charges ahead as a unit. As offense, you basically control only the quarterback. As defender, you press A or B to take control of either a cornerback or safety. You have no way to fine-tune your formations, no way to determine which two specific defenders the game will allow you to control. As offense, you guide the quarterback until he tosses the ball to one of his teammates, whose movements are determined by the CPU until the moment of reception. It’s a very hands-off kind of game that relies heavily on AI. And, perhaps not surprisingly, the computer gives itself tremendous advantages.

		Obviously, the computer controls its entire lineup as well as yours, and it seems to enjoy much greater precision over how its quarterback passes and who receives. It also has a tendency to launch successive chains of passes, with the quarterback tossing to a running back who then passes forward across to a wide receiver through illegal precedures that are practically impossible for a player to perform manually with any consistent success.

		The CPU also seems to bend circumstances to its own advantage. For example, interceptions are pretty rare in 10-Yard Fight… but mysteriously, the game seems most likely to let a player intercept a pass at the very end of the first half. This, of course, allows the CPU to take possession of the ball at the beginning of the second half. And this is not simply sour grapes: It’s well-documented that Irem didn’t fine-tune the AI in adapting it from the arcade’s single-player offense-only format, and the second player in the NES version enjoys unfair advantages over the first because they benefit both from human intelligence and the CPU team’s AI cheats combined into a single unbeatable force. Evidently these flaws originated in a two-player arcade revision Irem released in 1984 and were carried forward faithfully into the NES conversion.

		10-Yard Fight seems painfully dated compared to modern football games, or even versus Tecmo Bowl, which would arrive a few years later on NES. It is to football games what the infamous Bokosuka Wars was to real-time strategy: A rudimentary sketch. For that matter, the offensive formation as you’re returning the ball even kind of resembles Bokosuka Wars’ army movements.

		Like much of the NES launch lineup, 10-Yard Fight was not a revolution in game design and wouldn’t have any real impact on the future of the medium. But it served its purpose—giving Americans a loose approximation of an indigenous sport on day one of the system’s life—and I suppose that’s good enough. It’s rough, but it’s still better than Stack-Up.
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			Left and Center: Irem’s LED Famicom carts.
			
Right: Arcade version [credit: vgmuseum.com]

		
	



	CLONING AROUND

	
		Given the success of the NES, and the comparatively straightforward technology inside its case, the console has long been a popular target for knockoffs. During the system’s lifetime, these ersatz systems tended to show up in grey markets—countries where Nintendo had no official distribution. Because the company didn’t do business in these territories and hadn’t yet become large enough to pursue legal recourse there, off-brand labels were essentially free to do as they like.

		By far, the most successful of these early clones was Russia’s Dendy. Technically, the Dendy originated in Taiwan, but it found a huge and eager audience in Russia in the early ’90s. Newly introduced to the wonders of capitalism but far too new a market for Nintendo to enter in an official capacity, Russia embraced the Dendy; the console sold several million units throughout the ’90s, and its name became synonymous with video games—like Atari in America in the early ’80s… or Nintendo a few years later.

		After the NES became obsolete, pirate consoles (often loaded down with hundreds of bootlegged game ROMs) became far more common. They became a fixture of American malls for several years after the turn of the millennium, until Nintendo finally decided to crack down on piracy. Around that time, however, the patents on NES technology began to expire, which opened the door for the likes of Messiah’s Generation NEX. Unlike the older pirate systems, the NEX didn’t include commercial game ROMs, carefully keeping to the right side of the law.

		Over the past decade, NES clones have become a fixture, adopting a variety of solutions: True clone hardware, emulation, refurbished original hardware, and most recently field-programmable gate array cores—a race to perfect NES reproduction. The question these days isn’t, “How can I play my old NES games?” but rather, “What’s the best and most faithful way to play my old NES games?”
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			Left: A Dendy Junior. [credit: wikipedia.org]
			
Center: The Generation NEX, one of the first attempts to modernize NES clones following the console’s patents entering the public domain.
			
Right: The Analogue NT, less a clone than a feat of reengineering (though its successor, the NT Mini, will definitely be a clone).
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		Super Mario Bros.

		スーパーマリオブラザーズ • Super Mario Bros.

		Developer: Nintendo • Publisher: Nintendo

		Developer: Platformer • Release: Sept. 1985 (Japan) Oct. 1985 (U.S.) May 1987 (Europe)

		NES-SM-USA

		
			Alternate version release data

			Super Mario Bros. [Disk System, 1986]

			Super Mario Bros. Special [X1/PC-88, 1986]

			Vs. Super Mario Bros. [Arcade, 1986]

			All-Night Nippon Super Mario Bros. [Disk System, 1986]

			PlayChoice-10 [1986]

			Super Mario Bros./Duck Hunt [NES, 1988]

			Super Mario Bros./Tetris/Nintendo World Cup [NES, 1988]

			Super Mario Bros/Duck Hunt/World Class Track Meet [NES, 1990]

			Super Mario All-Stars [SNES, 1993]

			Super Mario All-Stars + Super Mario World [SNES, 1994]

			Super Mario Bros. Deluxe [Game Boy Color, 1999]

			Animal Crossing [GameCube, 2002]

			Classic NES Series [Game Boy Advance, 2004]

			Wii Virtual Console [2006]

			Super Mario All-Stars: 25th Anniversary [Wii, 2010]

			25th Anniversary Edition [Wii (limited), 2010]

			3DS Virtual Console [2012]

			Wii U Virtual Console [2013]

			Super Luigi Bros. [in NES Remix 2, Wii U, 2014]

			NES Classic Edition [2016]

		
	

	
		The NES made its American debut in October 1985 as a limited, high-risk release in a handful of New York-based retailers—which was in no way how Nintendo would have preferred to introduce the system. Had the company been in proper possession of its druthers, the NES would have arrived a year sooner, all across the country, all at once. Yet what was destined to be the most popular game system of the ’80s had to earn its right to national distribution through a grassroots campaign.

		The NES took so long in coming to the U.S., in fact, that by the time it arrived in full force its replacement had already launched in Japan. The Japanese Family Computer had been on the market for three years, and things were beginning to feel a little dicey by the end of 1985. Famicom’s cart-based games weren’t evolving to properly reflect the shifting technology of the era, limited as they were by both cartridge memory capacity and the console’s hardware restrictions. So, even as Nintendo’s engineers were redesigning the Famicom to become the NES, they were also putting together the Famicom Disk System. That’s a tale for the back-up feature of Good Nintentions 1986, but the basic idea behind the Disk System was to expand the capabilities of the console by adding a higher-capacity storage medium, enable persistent data saves, and add new hardware features such as an additional audio channel for music.
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		Naturally, Nintendo put its top men on the task of coming up with showcase software for the Disk System. The peripheral’s first big games came from both Shigeru Miyamoto, who would design The Legend of Zelda, and Gunpei Yokoi, whose would supervise Metroid and Kid Icarus. These three games represented a fundamental shift in Nintendo’s internal development ethos. Unlike the quick-fix action-driven Famicom games that had come before, these were massive, RPG-inflected adventures that demanded players record their progress for play across multiple sessions. These games were part of a general zeitgeist toward deeper, more expansive home gaming experiences—the same trend that gave us Dragon Quest. This shift would have happened without the Disk System (in fact, Dragon Quest games never appeared on Disk System), but certainly the new add-on hastened the transition.

		Nintendo’s developers recognized the sea change represented by the Disk System and fully anticipated making the leap from carts to disks—the majority of first-party Famicom releases in the next few years would appear exclusively on diskette. And so, as these creators prepared to leave behind cartridges for the fertile pastures of magnetic media, Miyamoto’s team decided to bid farewell to the old ways with a creation that, in his own words, was meant to be the ultimate cartridge game: Super Mario Bros.

		“Best game ever”

		Nintendo surely felt regret and frustration that it wasn’t able to export its console to the world’s largest consumer market until its add-on successor had nearly arrived in Japan. Ironically, though, that setback may have been the NES’s saving grace, because it meant the console debuted after Super Mario Bros. had arrived. As a result, the NES had a true, top-tier system-seller when it reached America. Had the system launched in 1984, it would have had some decent games to go along with it—some sports games, the Zapper trilogy, possibly everything up through Clu Clu Land and Excitebike. We would not, however, have seen Super Mario Bros. until much later… and that would have been a terrible shame.

		Without Mario’s masterful odyssey through the Mushroom Kingdom, the NES would have had little to truly set it apart from the failed consoles of the early ’80s.  Nicer graphics than Intellivision, sure. Light gun games, definitely. But Super Mario Bros. was the game changer, a work that represented a true generational change from the Atari 2600 and ColecoVision. The phrase “best game ever” has been thrown around so often and so casually to have lost any real sense of meaning, but in 1985 you legitimately could have made that claim about Super Mario Bros. without drifting into the realm of hyperbole. It truly did stand head and shoulders above pretty much every other game published to that point. Super Mario Bros. achieved the elusive hat trick of game design: It represented a tremendous technical feat, it looked fantastic, and it played almost perfectly.
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		It can be difficult, more than 30 years later, to fully appreciate just how mind-blowing Super Mario Bros. truly felt circa 1985. The game has been so widely referenced, imitated, and iterated upon that it has lost some of its specialness. But if you ever have the chance, sit down sometime with an NES, a copy of the game, and a decent CRT television. Clear your mind, forget about the many and varied sequels the game has seen, and take a fresh look at the original Super Mario Bros.

		The NES could have succeeded in America without Super Mario Bros.—the Famicom certainly got by in Japan quite well before it came along!—but with Super Mario Bros., it couldn’t have failed.

		Mario’s grand adventure created a sort of bookend pair with Donkey Kong. They were, in a sense, spiritual counterparts. That’s not just because of the Mario connection, and it’s not simply because each game bore the brunt of selling the hardware in different territories (Donkey Kong having been the lead title for the Famicom’s 1983 launch). Rather, the two works share a connection on a more functional level. See, Nintendo designed the NES hardware to play a near-perfect game of Donkey Kong; several years later, they designed Super Mario Bros. to push the hardware to its limits.

		Super Mario Bros. is literally as good a game as can possibly exist on stock NES hardware. The Famicom Disk System with its expanded memory and audio capabilities was to arrive shortly after its debut, and a few months after that the first game powered by an advanced memory mapper chip (the UNROM) would appear in Capcom’s Ghosts ’N Goblins, allowing NES software to stretch the capabilities of the console beyond its basic limitations by offloading some of the work to the cartridge. Super Mario Bros., however, accomplished its greatness within the same boundaries as the likes of Baseball and Ice Climber. It presented a breathtaking leap forward in terms of scope, consisting of 32 multi-screen stages, each packed in turn with hidden areas. It featured the best-looking graphics to date on NES. And, perhaps most importantly, it introduced just absolutely perfect controls and physics to the mix.

		There are a few moments in video game history that you can point to and say, “This is where everything changed.” Super Mario Bros. contained a seemingly endless succession of those revelatory moments.
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		Where everything changed

		The sheer joy of playing Super Mario Bros. quite possibly was the game’s greatest achievement. Until this point, platformers tended to be fussy, awkward, and clumsy—even those developed internally at Nintendo.

		Donkey Kong had been fine in 1981, with its simple jump arc and unforgivingly fatal height penalties, but the genre barely improved over the course of the next four years. Look at 1983’s Mario Bros., or even Ice Climber, which debuted just half a year before Super Mario Bros. In both of those earlier games, leaping felt stiff, clumsy, imprecise—an especially egregious failing in Ice Climber, which revolved entirely around leaping and ascent. Platform games by Nintendo’s competitors were no better. Run-and-jump games simply weren’t fun to play before Super Mario Bros.

		It was only here that the simple act of platforming became sheer pleasure. Mario moved with greater sophistication and subtlety than any hero before him, and his physics completely changed the nature of play and would influence hundreds—thousands!—of games to come in the following decades.

		For starters, Mario’s jump had a variable height. Though the NES offered players only a single, digital button to command Mario to jump, this game made the act of pressing the button into an analog process. The longer you held down the A button, the more “force” the game would apply to Mario’s leap. A quick tap would cause Mario to perform a short hop, but sustaining your button-press until Mario landed would cause him to gain as much height or distance as possible.

		Those factors, too, proved to be variable. Unlike in his previous outings, Super Mario no longer has to be constrained by the realities of physics and motion here. In Donkey Kong and Mario Bros., our hero found himself limited to the arc of a jump based on his position and movement at the moment he left the ground: A forward leap would take him the same fixed distance forward every time. With Super Mario Bros.’ more complex physics, however, players gained the ability to alter Mario’s momentum and direction in mid-air.

		Hop straight up in Donkey Kong and you can only jump straight up, following a rigid path up and then back downward again. Hop straight up in Super Mario Bros., on the other hand, and you can bend Mario’s path through the air by pressing the controller in one direction or the other.  You can even move in both directions in succession during a single jump, which proves to be the key to making the incredibly precise movements necessary to ascend to platforms directly above Mario’s head while standing precariously at the edge of a pit.

		
			
				[image: supermariobros10]
				[image: supermariobros11]
				[image: supermariobros12]
			

		
		The amount of nuance and fine-tuning possible in Mario’s aerial movements here was truly revolutionary, and those factors could be modified even further than by simply altering their duration, height, and direction. Mario served a master called inertia, and the momentum of one action carried through into the next. This lent Mario’s movements even greater variety. Jumping forward while walking would allow you to cover more distance than jumping forward from a dead stop, but even jumping from a dead stop gave Mario greater forward clearance than leaping straight upward and altering your jump in midair.

		And that wasn’t the extent of it; Super Mario Bros. gave its hero a run button to add further variance to his movements. By holding down the B button, Mario would dash rather than walk, building up speed over the space of about one-half screen length. Besides being handy for evading enemies and pursuing turtle shells in pursuit of chain counter score bonuses leading to 1UPs, Mario’s dash ability also fed into the physics of his leaps. While a walking jump could give him some respectable forward clearance, a running jump would send him sailing forward. As with his normal leaps, players could control Mario’s dash-jumps in mid-air, pressing forward to squeeze every last pixel of momentum out of it, letting go of the A button to cut a leap short, or pulling back on the D-pad to alter the trajectory of his movement.

		All of this turned Mario into the most fluid, graceful, versatile hero video gaming had ever seen. Inertia dictated not only Mario’s jump physics but his movements in general. For example, he would continue to move once players let up on the D-pad, running out his momentum over the space of a ground block or so. The more briskly Mario moved, the greater the distance he needed to come to a full stop. Both Nintendo and many other developers had experimented with the concept of inertia before, but Mario made it an essential consideration for players: Now players had to master landing as well as jumping. Stopping well became an important part of moving well. In keeping with the thoughtful design that permeated Super Mario Bros., Mario himself cleverly emphasized this with a visual hint: When players brought a him from a dash to a summary halt, he leaned back against his movement with an animation reminiscent of old Warner Bros. cartoons.

		In short, Mario’s physics weren’t exactly realistic, but they were convincing. It takes players a moment to get a handle on how this hero moves and stops, but it quickly becomes second nature, and once you come to terms with the basics you’ll soon begin to intuit new tricks and techniques as you play, without the need for external prompting or tutorials.

		The credit for Mario’s incredible, convincing, immersive handling belongs to the unsung member of the game’s development team: Programmer Toshihiko Nakago. While Shigeru Miyamoto and Takashi Tezuka may have called the shots regarding Super Mario’s game design, Nakago interpreted their concepts into code and created a sophisticated game that was truly and simply a joy to play.
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		The good and the bad, which was also good

		Which is not to say Super Mario Bros. is without its flaws. The tiny dev team crammed a huge, ambitious game into a tiny cartridge—that was the entire point of the venture, really. It’s impossible to perform a feat like that without encountering a few bumps along the way. It’s also impossible for a game to become a hit on this order of magnitude without being wrung inside-out by fanatical players, and Super Mario Bros. fans quickly shone light into its most troubled corners. Precise as the game seemed, it contained minor bugs—collision errors, for example. Vertical surfaces such as walls aren’t totally smooth and unbroken, as Mario can interact with them at the single pixel of the topmost corner of a tile. This can cause Mario to snag on the scenery… a bug that skilled players (or those using emulation-based tool tricks) can use the one-frame glitch to cause Mario to wall-jump. Nintendo would officially introduce wall-jumping into series canon 20 years later, with 2006’s New Super Mario Bros., but it was technically possible here.

		Mario’s uncanny array of skills—such as jumping, ducking, sliding, and flinging fireballs—can be combined in unexpected permutations with unintended effects. Bump into both Bowser and the bridge-chopping axe he guards as Fire Mario in the exact same frame, for example, and you’ll shrink to regular Mario size while retaining your fire power. When you fling a fireball as tiny Mario, you’ll grow in size to Super Mario for a split second each time, as regular Mario lacks a fire-throwing animation. Such discoveries quickly circulated through word-of-mouth and tips-and-tricks books alike.

		Another shortcoming: The game doesn’t deal well with 8-bit buffer overruns. This has quirky effects of its own. Namely, if you earn enough 1UP (for example, by exploiting a collision shortcoming that appears with a certain turtle on a certain staircase in World 3), you’ll eventually flip back around to 0 and earn a game over despite having collected hundreds of lives.
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		And yet, such was Super Mario’s excellence that most people didn’t care about these quirks. On the contrary, they’ve become an integral part not only of the game’s legacy but of the lore of gaming in general. For example, the idea of Minus Worlds. Interact with a specific block just so outside the secret warp zone area in World 1-2, and instead of finding the expected warps to Worlds 2, 3, and 4, you’ll instead find only one pipe designated world [blank]-[dash]-1. Most people read that as minus-1, and thus the term “minus world” entered the pop culture lexicon. This was a defect rather than a secret—the game struggling to deal with an unforeseen outcome and barfing up garbled data at players and trapping them in an infinite loop—but it’s become a beloved element of the game. It inspired players’ imaginations, leading them to wonder what other secrets might be hidden within. It drove kids to explore the absolute limits not only of Super Mario, but of sibling releases like Metroid and Zelda as well. The discovery that Super Mario’s Japan-only Disk System port contained multiple minus worlds due to the difference in data storage structures only fueled that fevered curiosity.

		It didn’t hurt that Mario contained secrets in abundance, often so obscure in nature that the notion of the glitches being deliberate didn’t seem unreasonable. You probably weren’t meant to wall-jump or get infinite lives by hopping on a specific turtle. But then again, the landscape was littered with hidden rooms and invisible blocks, and sometimes fireworks would mysteriously explode when you completed a stage for no apparent rhyme or reason. So who could really say, back in the days before Iwata Asks existed to shine a light onto the enigmatic recesses of the game?

		Decompression algorithm

		Super Mario Bros. offered a multi-layered game experience. It’s not enough that the game contained a whopping 32 levels; many of them featured hidden areas and alternate routes! And while it’s true that 32 stages may not seem like that much in terms of raw numbers, the nature of those stages set Super Mario apart. For example, Wrecking Crew may have had 100 stages, but each of those levels consisted of two screens, tightly packed with features and hazards. Super Mario Bros. was one of the first games to decompress game design, stretching it beyond a single contained space.

		Compare this game again to its predecessor Donkey Kong, which helped establish and typify the “clear the board” game design that ruled before Pac-Land and Super Mario Bros. transformed scrolling worlds into a standard paradigm. Donkey Kong crams numerous hazards into its four individual screens; Super Mario Bros., on the other hand, doles those obstacles out across a landscape range, and scrolling forward to a new screen tableau introduces a new, self-contained situation to overcome. Games like Atari’s Pitfall! and the Manic Miner sequels and clones that dominated 8-bit microcomputers in Europe helped introduce this approach to game design, but the introduction of fluid forward scrolling changed the feel of the affair. Pitfall!  and Jet Set Willy presented each of their hundreds of screens as a new, standalone challenge. Pitfall! generally placed its primary obstacle—a pool filled with alligators, a scorpion, a pit—in the center of each new screen, while Jet Set Willy took a more chaotic approach. But in both games, each room or screen presented a discrete, bounded challenge to overcome.

		Super Mario Bros. didn’t have to observe such strict demarcations. One danger could lead into the next, meaning you might dash past the projectile volley of a Hammer Bro. only to encounter a pit that could only be traversed by hopping on a spring. Yet the Hammer Bro. still existed behind you in that same contiguous space. Even if the enemy didn’t actually pursue you to the pit, the residual impression made by its presence and proximity exerted a subtle urgency that drove players forward even more effectively than the timer tirelessly counting down at the top of the screen.
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		Mario’s scrolling design also allowed for more stressful sustained scenarios, like the flying turtle Lakitu dogging Mario’s every step and carpet-bombing him with Spiny eggs for an entire stage. Another example came in the form of the post-aquatic bridge stages, in which an endless succession of flying fish would leap from the water, homing relentlessly on Mario, forcing him to make a mad dash for the end.

		Nintendo didn’t invent scrolling. Super Mario Bros. was preceded by landmark scrolling titles such as Moon Patrol and the aforementioned Pac-Land. Mario’s September 1985 debut in Japan meant that it arrived more or less simultaneously with Capcom’s similarly ambitious arcade cabinet Ghosts ’N Goblins, which not only allowed players to scroll forward but to backtrack as well, with even more deadly persistent threats in the form of the relentless Red Arremers. However, Super Mario Bros. achieved a feat none of those games could claim as of September 1985: They presented scrolling platformer action on a home console.

		Again, this was a game that wrung every ounce of performance out of the NES hardware’s design. Thanks to the console’s support for scrolling, Mario could venture forward through a continuous world, and players could learn the ins and outs of the Mushroom Kingdom on their own terms. No limit to play based on the quarters in your pocket. No pushy arcade patrons claiming next game to goad you into rushed failure. No closing time, except that decreed by your parents.

		In light of this, the developers packed the game as densely as they could with content. The four stages within each of the eight game worlds follow a sort of pattern: An overworld level, an underground scene, an action-heavy scenario, capped by a claustrophobic, trap-laden castle that ends in a Bowser showdown. There’s remarkable variety with that structure, though. So, too, is there a great sense of rising and falling difficulty: A world’s second level is typically much more challenging than its first, with the third offering a mild respite before reaching the ominous danger of a Bowser castle. Crush one of Bowser’s illusory minions (the true foe only awaited in World 8-4, with Mario’s fireballs revealing all earlier Bowsers to appear in the game as normal foes ensorcelled to resemble the final boss) and the first stage of the next world would offer a relatively relaxed breather.

		Mario was a sort of potbellied G.I. Joe: Fighting for freedom wherever there’s trouble, over land and sea and air. Mario could run like a pro, and sometimes he could find hidden vines leading to bonus worlds in the sky. And sometimes, he had to swim—paddling underwater with excellent control physics that the Mario team gleaned from Satoru Iwata’s work on Balloon Fight.  Water changed the rules of the game, as Mario could no longer defeat enemies by striking them from above. In the sea creatures’ home turf, they had the advantage on Mario. You could only hope to out-swim them, using the game’s Y axis in a different way than was possible in terrestrial levels where gravity ruled the day. Or you could blast them with fireballs… assuming you could hang on to the requisite power-up long enough, that is.

		Miyamoto’s team turned the limitations of cartridges into an advantage time and again. In order to cram 32 huge stages into a ROM whose file size was smaller than the text of this retrospective, the dev team had to duplicate content. Their solution was to turn that repeat material into iterative challenges that created a sensation of ramping complexity.

		For example, Bowser’s first castle layout in World 1-1 showed up again toward the end of the game as World 6-4, but its later appearance took on a far more challenging form. Empty blocks in World 1-4 suddenly had twirling fire bars attached to them in 6-4, sweeping through the air and forcing Mario to make nimble, precise leaps to avoid getting toasted. Meanwhile, Podoboo fireballs would leap from fiery surfaces where none had been present before, and Bowser himself added a stream of hammer projectiles to his bag of tricks. The helpful platform floating above Bowser’s head in World 1-4, allowing players to bypass the conflict entirely, was nowhere to be found in 6-4.
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		Likewise, Worlds 7-2 and 7-3 amounted to a redux of 2-2 and 2-3, forcing players to navigate a lake followed by a hectic bridge. But despite their identical layouts, 7-2 featured many more Bloober squids that would seek out and actively harry Mario, whereas 2-2 had largely been dominated by plodding, passive Cheep-Cheep fish. Then, the Cheep-Cheeps came out in force for the subsequent bridge stages in both iterations. The difference between their behavior in 2-3 and 7-3 was that they appeared in far greater numbers in the later stage, and they now were accompanied by a variety of Koopa Troopas patrolling the bridge—meaning the “run for it” approach that could whisk players safely through 2-3 had to be balanced with an element of caution lest Mario dash into the bounding beak of a Paratroopa.

		And then, of course, there were the maze stages: Levels 4-4, 7-4, and 8-4 could only be mastered by navigating their passages in the proper order. These grew considerably in complexity with each new challenge, culminating in World 8-4’s maddening pipe maze. It forced players to play roulette in hopes of uncovering the route forward to the true and final showdown with Bowser—though its layout included a handy trick to help observant players.

		The game’s iterative design worked in other, even more clever ways, too. The devs added the game’s famous Warp Zones as a concession for the game’s home-console nature: Since they didn’t need to worry about extracting a steady drip of quarters from players, they could afford to offer shortcuts so advanced players didn’t have to repeat every single level every time they played. While this does have the unfortunate side effect of turning Worlds 2, 3, 5, 6, and 7 into “flyover states” of a sort—when was the last time you played through World 7?—the power to advance so rapidly had to be earned.

		You could only reach the first Warp Zone at the end of 1-2 by “breaking” the game, using an elevator platform to leap outside the scenery and run along the top of the screen. This would take you past the pipe to 1-3 and into a special room where three pipes lead you world 2-1, 3-1, or 4-1. It was a nice secret, hidden but not impossible to find—after playing for a while, everyone begins to wonder what lies beyond the flagpoles at the end of each stage, or what would happen if you jumped on top of the ceiling in the underground. It turned out the answer is, “You can skip a lot of stages.” In other words, Nintendo not only predicted players’ bad behavior, they rewarded them for it.

		They did it again at the end of the second big underground stage, 4-2. Here again you could skip past the pipe to the flagpole and find a warp zone. This one, however, contained only a single lonely pipe leading to World 5-1. Skipping ahead a mere two levels doesn’t seem worth it, really. But that’s because the real 4-2 warp zone was hidden earlier in the level behind a series of invisible blocks that lead to a vine to a secret place in the clouds. Even if you managed to uncover the blocks, you still had to hit them in a certain order to prevent being locked away from the vine.
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		This perfectly embodies the underlying cleverness of Super Mario Bros.: The innate brilliance of its design. The creators set out to produce the biggest, best platformer they possibly could… and then, despite sharp restrictions of time and memory space, they managed to integrate not only secrets, but tricks and traps based around the actual play patterns and reasoning of players. All in an adventure featuring beautiful, colorful visuals, crisp sound effects and catchy syncopated music, and iconic characters and concepts.

		About the only thing Super Mario Bros. took from its predecessor Mario Bros. was its hero, some pipe and turtle imagery, coins, and the idea of jumping and punching blocks. Everything else that has become iconically Mario debuted here, invented whole-cloth: Starmen, Bowser, Goombas, Toads, Princess Peach, Super Mushrooms and Fire Flowers. The imagery and mechanics that debuted in this game have survived through three decades, not just in sequels but through an infinite array of imitators or games simply built on these principles—not out of any derivative intent, but because Super Mario Bros. laid the basis for the workings of video games in general. It defined how entire swaths of the medium should work. It’s absolutely one of the true all-time great video games, and it helped catapult the NES to global domination. Super Mario Bros. may have been designed to make the most of the NES’s innate strengths, but ultimately the NES itself succeeded largely on the strength of Super Mario Bros.
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	Bonus Feature
	
Family Computer 1983

	
		You’ve read about the American NES experience for those lucky gamers who picked up the console during its initial launch window during the 1985 holiday shopping season. Now, let’s look briefly at the Japanese equivalent: The first six months of the Family Computer’s existence.

		The Famicom and NES’s early days weren’t all that different, when it comes down to it. In both Japan and the U.S., Nintendo had very little clout in the console market, and both the Famicom and NES debuted in near-anonymity compared to the hype that would surround subsequent Nintendo product launches. In both markets, the consoles’ initial lineups consisted entirely of Nintendo first-party releases. They were not, however, the same releases; of the 16 games confirmed to have appeared on NES in 1985 and the nine titles Nintendo launched for Famicom in 1983, the systems shared only one release (Baseball) in common. To a certain degree, that was a function of timing; debuting two years later than Famicom, the NES’s tardiness allowed Nintendo of America to cherry-pick games that would appear more impressive than anything published in Japan during 1983—Super Mario Bros., for example. But in many cases, the differences boiled down to cultural differences. Comparing and contrasting the different launch lineups Nintendo went with in its two main territories offers an interesting study in priorities and marketing.

		Special thanks to Steve Lin for providing access to the hardware and software archived here.
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		NINTENDO FAMILY COMPUTER

		ファミリーコンピュター

		Developer: Nintendo • Publisher: Nintendo

		Release: July 1983 (Japan) 

		HVC-001
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			Compared to the NES, the Family Computer (Famicom for short) feels remarkably toylike. Much of that comes down to its diminutive size—its footprint is more akin to that of the Wii than the NES—and its softer, more colorful plastics. Its red-and-gold on off-white color scheme has a certain iconic cachet among Japanese gaming fans. It nudges a certain part of the hindbrain for many Americans as well, though; due to Nintendo’s Japan-centric practices, Famicom-themed merchandise (including a limited edition Game Boy Micro and a variant R.O.B. amiibo) makes its way West from time to time.

		
		It was never a given that Nintendo would find its place in history as a video game publisher. Sure, the company had its roots in gaming and entertainment—it got its start in 1889 as a playing card maker—but the road from grey market hanafuda manufacturer to purveyors of family icon Mario was long, rocky, and involved many unexpected side excusions.

		The late Hiroshi Yamauchi had responsibility for steering the company thrust upon him at a young age, and he ran the company with an iron-fisted, no-apologies approach. Most of Nintendo’s business ventures were based primarily on Yamauchi’s own gut feeling… and for the most part, he had fairly canny instincts. That’s not to say every decision he made was a winner. Sometimes, he had great ideas undermined by unforeseen circumstances, as with the crushing blow the OPEC oil crisis inflicted to his vision of light gun installations to replace failed bowling alleys. Other Nintendo ventures, on the other hand, were just straight up disastrous in their own right. Like the instant noodles they attempted to sell without checking first to make sure they were up to the same standards as Nissin’s Cup Noodles.

		“Like x but not quite as good” more or less defined Nintendo’s output for the first 30 years of Yamauchi’s tenure. For every innovative concept they put out, like Gunpei Yokoi’s Ultra Hand or the Kosenjuu SP light gun series, Nintendo had half a dozen products that amounted to shameless, off-brand versions of popular creations (like Nintendo Block, a LEGO ripoff so blatant that there should have been a lawsuit). And nowhere was this imitative lack of imagination more evident than in Nintendo’s first decade of video games. The company effectively entered the arcade gaming market because it had an amusement business infrastructure in place and video games seemed a thing to do.

		But those early Nintendo video games were rather less than inspired. Its initial standalone home console releases amounted to little more than the same old Pong clones that were cluttering up department stores around the world, debuting a full three years after the first Home Pong units arrived—a terrible case of too little, too late. Nintendo’s arcade releases fared no better, alternating between unremarkable (Sheriff, an early top-down shooter), stodgy (its sit-down Othello cabinet), and insipid (its flood of Space Invaders clones, whose failure to reflect changing trends in games or appeal to international tastes nearly sank Nintendo’s American branch before it even got a proper start). It wasn’t until the ’80s dawned that Nintendo’s video game division stopped fumbling around and pulled itself out of its morass.

		Both Gunpei Yokoi’s Game & Watch handhelds and Shigeru Miyamoto’s Donkey Kong turned out to be the biggest hits the company had ever experienced. It was only then that the formula for success became clear: New ideas, inventive applications of technology, and respectable quality control. More easily said than done, of course, but one fact quickly became self-evident: In order to make its games business work, Nintendo would have to move away from dedicated devices and toward the console business. This was hardly a radical idea (Atari had popularized interchangeable cartridges back in 1977), but it was new for Japan. No Japanese company had yet released a competitive cartridge-based games machine, and American machines had almost no presence in Japan at all. This was presumably due in large part to an unfavorable dollar-to-yen exchange rate (which would be normalized by the Plaza Accords in 1985—just in time for Nintendo’s entrance into the U.S. home market), but in any case the Japanese games industry could easily have gone the same direction as in the U.K., where microcomputers ruled throughout the ’80s. Yamauchi put the head of R&D3 division, Masayuki Uemura, on the task of creating Nintendo’s first proper game system. His task: To create a console that would accept cartridges, cost less than ¥10000, and play a mean game of Donkey Kong. And it needed to come out sooner than later, because the Game & Watch line was already fading from its initial popularity and rival arcade manufacturer SEGA had begun test marketing its own console.
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		Uemura, an engineer who had worked with electronics giant Sharp, called in every marker, drawing on every business relationship he could. The result: The Nintendo Family Computer, or Famicom for short. Nintendo’s console hit the market on July 15, 1983—ironically, the same day as SEGA’s SG-1000. Uemura didn’t manage to hit Yamauchi’s price mandate, but ultimately that made little difference. Even with the cost overruns it remained competitively priced, and the technology inside its colorful plastic case absolutely eclipsed that of the rival SG-1000.

		SEGA had gone with a fairly standard hardware set based on the Z80 processor; the SG-1000 turned out to be so similar in specs to the ColecoVision that cross-platform conversions between the two systems have become one of the easiest and most popular forms of aftermarket fan bootlegs around. On the other hand, the Famicom incorporated a chip based on the MOS 6502 standard, which was less common in Japan than the Z80 but proved more versatile. Uemura’s team made some modifications to the 6502’s standard instruction set, adding a few new features and discarding others, but its basic specs put it in a class above contemporary consoles. It could handle dozens of four-color sprites at once, included five channels of simultaneous audio, boasted a palette of 52 colors, and most of all the ability to scroll the screen smoothly, pixel-by-pixel, either horizontally or vertically.
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			The Famicom featured hardwired controllers—a sensible feature on a console that would sit in Japanese homes so small that cable length would be a non-issue. The controllers docked in the console housing (upright rather than next to the system as in the ColecoVision) for extra space savings. Interestingly, only controller I included Select and Start buttons; controller II instead featured a microphone complete with volume slider—a rarely used addition, but one that creates compatibility issues with clone hardware. Pictured to the left are the troublesome original model controllers with soft square buttons.

		
		The Famicom also featured a certain degree of extensibility, a fact that would come into play with the Famicom Disk System expansion and in specialized cartridges containing their own co-processors to improve on the console’s innate capabilities. While the Famicom’s hardware would soon be eclipsed by the competition, it managed to punch above its weight class for years to come thanks to ambitious developers and expanded cart capabilities. Uemura’s decision to make the Famicom expandable would prove a tremendous asset for the console, allowing it to survive well into the ’90s. In fact, the final official release for the console in any region would be Wario’s Woods, which launched in the U.S. a week after the Sony PlayStation debuted in Japan. Back in the early ’80s, however, the Famicom sparked a home gaming revolution in Japan. Personal computers would remain popular, but the mainstream gaming format of choice for Japanese kids would be consoles—and, specifically, the Famicom.

		The Famicom wasn’t an instant success, though. The console had something of a rough start, with only three games available at launch. Those three games had been astronomical arcade hits, but the biggest of them—Donkey Kong—was two years old and getting a little long in the tooth. The Famicom offered the best-looking and most faithful home port by far (its missing stage notwithstanding), but it was a bit dusty, and the console’s lineup throughout the rest of 1983 had only one truly fresh release on tap, Mario Bros.

		To make matters worse, the original Famicom model proved to be critically flawed. The processor contained a defect that could, in extremely rare circumstances, crash the console. More crucially, the original control pads proved to be unreliable. The square shape of the A and B buttons, and the fact that they were molded in the same soft plastic as the Select and Start buttons, caused their corners to become caught in the controller housing. Since the Famicom shipped with both of its controllers permanently wired to the console, this made for an irreparable shortcoming.

		Nintendo made the hard decision to recall its initial shipment of consoles, replacing early units with new, defect-free CPUs… and, in the process, redesigning the controllers to feature hard, round, jam-free A and B buttons. Rather than destroy the Famicom’s reputation, the recall reportedly gave Nintendo a favorable reputation among the Japanese public. A voluntary recall for a quality-control issue that other manufacturers might have simply shrugged off made the company look commendable, more concerned with doing right by consumers than with the bottom line.

		By the end of 1984, the dicey early console models had long since been flushed from the retail pipeline; the first-party software lineup had improved considerably; third-party games had begun to appear; and the Famicom had sold a dozen times as many hardware units as the SG-1000. Nintendo had a legitimate hit on its hands… and the truly great games like Super Mario Bros. were still a year out.

		To Americans familiar only with the NES, the Famicom can seem a strange creature indeed. It’s tiny, the plastics look and feel toylike, the controllers can’t be removed, it loads from the top, and there’s a microphone built into the second controller, of all damn things. Likewise, the Famicom’s peripherals seem bizarre next to those that came out for the NES. The console literally could be a family computer, with a keyboard and tape cassette deck that turned it into the equivalent of the Coleco ADAM or the SG-1000’s home computer alternate version, the SC-2000. Later, it would receive its own diskette drive. And on top of that, peripherals plugged into a small expansion port on the front of the machine! Truly, it feels some alternate reality NES—a fact further cemented by the strange sound effects and music present in Japanese versions of many popular NES games… all made possible by expansion capabilities of the Disk System or Japan-exclusive third-party mapper chips.

		And yet, at heart, despite all the changes it underwent in its journey to the west, the Famicom is recognizably the Nintendo Entertainment System in an alternate form factor. While the specifics may have differed between regions, foundational classics ranging from Mega Man II to Super Mario Bros. 3 look and play essentially the same on either system. Nintendo wasn’t necessarily destined to become a video games company, but its first attempt at creating a video game console reshaped the nature of games forever… in both Japan and America.
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			Nintendo created the odd zero-insertion force (ZIF) slot mechanism for the NES in order to minimize any visual continuity between the console and its failed forebears. In Japan, however, no such stigma hovered over the Famicom, so Nintendo went with a simpler setup: A traditional top-loading slot. Presumably as a result of the overarching mandate to keep costs low, the Famicom’s slot lacked the spring-flap mechanism of other consoles, going instead with a simple hinged panel that players manually flipped open when they needed to place a cartridge into the system.
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		Donkey Kong

		ドンキーコング

		Developer: Nintendo

		Publisher: Nintendo

		Developer: Platforming

		Release: July 15, 1983 (Japan) June 1986 (U.S.) Sept. 1986 (Europe)

		HVC-DK

	

	
		Mario sells: An immutable truth of video games, and a cornerstone of Nintendo’s business. Mario launched the company to international acclaim with Super Mario Bros., sold the world on 3D graphics with Super Mario 64, and helped demonstrate that portable games could be every bit as rich and involving as their console counterparts with Super Mario Land.

		Before any of those games could happen, though, Nintendo had to create Donkey Kong. The arcade game’s stunning success took Nintendo from coin-op nobody to major super-power, so it’s little surprise that the Family Computer hardware — for which initial design work began in 1981, right as Donkey Kong began its crusade to devour quarters — was purpose-built to offer consumers the best possible home rendition of the game. Space Invaders and Pac-Man were easy enough to recreate (despite Atari’s infamous failure with the latter), but the more complex Donkey Kong proved trickier. Nintendo’s big sales pitch for its home console’s Japanese launch was that it offered the closest thing available to a perfect port of the arcade smash.

		It wasn’t truly perfect; it dropped the “pie factory” level that failed to appear in all but a handful of computer versions, lacked the opening cinema scenes, and had very slightly squashed vertical proportions. But even with these changes, it looked, sounded, and controlled more accurately than any port before it.

		Unfortunately for Nintendo, even a stunning rendition of Donkey Kong seemed fairly old hat by 1983. The Famicom would need to brew for a while before it truly became the phenomenon Nintendo dreamed of.
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		Donkey Kong Jr.

		ドンキーコングJR

		Developer: Nintendo • Publisher: Nintendo

		Developer: Platforming • Release: July 15, 1983 (Japan) June 1986 (U.S.) Sept. 1986 (Europe)

		HVC-JR

	

	
		Donkey Kong’s follow-up lacked the perfect punch of the original game. Junior couldn’t live up to the standard set by his old man. You can read into this a fascinating parallel to the strained relationship between Nintendo boss Hiroshi Yamauchi and his son-in-law (former Nintendo of America president Minoru Arakawa, whom Yamauchi pointedly passed over for succession upon his own retirement in favor of Satoru Iwata. An interesting metaphor, but only a so-so video game.

		Ironically, Donkey Kong Jr. would see a far more exacting Famicom port than its superior predecessor. Unlike Donkey Kong, DK Jr. contains all four of the arcade stages. It visuals looked every bit as faithful, and the change in its screen dimensions weren’t as noticeable. But that speaks, to some degree, to the failings of the underlying game: For instance, Jr. could contain all four arcade stages because those levels were less diverse and unique than the ones that comprised Donkey Kong and therefore required less memory.

		But even if Jr. does fall flat in the wake of its forebear, the Famicom launch couldn’t have been complete without it. Nintendo led with three games in July 1983, its three biggest arcade hits to date. Nintendo was more than happy to skip over its flops: There was little room within that tiny launch lineup for the likes of Radar Scope or Sky Skipper. Maybe Jr. hadn’t hit the same heights as Donkey Kong, but it still fared quite well in the arcades, and it still used Donkey Kong as its underpinnings (to the point of inspiring a lawsuit, in fact). This conversion more than did the coin-op justice, and it made a natural complement to the Famicom’s must-have launch title. If you were grabbing Donkey Kong with your new console, it only made sense to pick up the sequel.
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		Popeye

		ポパイ

		Developer: Nintendo • Publisher: Nintendo

		Developer: Platforming • Release: July 15, 1983 (Japan) June 1986 (U.S.) Sept. 1986 (Europe)

		HVC-PP

	

	
		Donkey Kong and its sequel enjoyed fantastic conversions on Famicom, but Nintendo’s third and final day-one arcade port fared more poorly. The Popeye  coin-op represented a significant technical improvement over Donkey Kong, with huge, bold sprites, and the console lacked the oomph — or perhaps Nintendo’s programmers simply lacked sufficient understanding of the hardware — to reproduce those cartoonish characters in a tiny cart (molded, of course, in spinach green, as with all of Nintendo’s Popeye Game & Watch creations).

		Alas, this makes Popeye for Famicom something of a letdown. Much like Donkey Kong Jr., this platformer builds on the framework of Donkey Kong but lacks its brilliant design. Much of the arcade version’s appeal came from the marvelously detailed character sprites, which depicted the cartoon characters. Bereft of that visual hook, the game loses something vital. It’s OK, but it feels weaker, like Popeye denied his spinach fix. Despite the graphical downgrade, it still manages to capture the essence of the arcade title: The multi-tiered stages, the unpredictable behavior of Bluto (who, ruffian that he is, ignores the rules of platform game design and attacks across floors), the heart-catching intensity of play.

		Popeye does have one notable distinction to its name, though: It’s the first Famicom release never to be ported to or reproduced on another system. After this port appeared on NES early in the console’s U.S. and European careers, the video game rights to Popeye evidently passed over to another publisher (Sigma, who published two Popeye titles for Game Boy). Nintendo learned its lesson about licensing, though: 1987’s Doki Doki Panic, created for Fuji TV, would be reworked to become a part of the Mario pantheon.
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		Gomoku Narabe Renju

		五目ならべ 連珠

		Developer: Nintendo • Publisher: Nintendo

		Developer: Board game (Go) 

		Release: Aug. 27, 1983 (Japan) 

		HVC-GO

	

	
		Nintendo followed up its trio of Famicom arcade game conversions with something far less kid-friendly: Two conversions of popular Japanese tabletop games. Over the years, this has proven to be something of a standard for Japanese consoles. You’ll almost always find a version of go or mah-jong right near launch, perhaps as a peace offering to older players, or perhaps out of some sense of tradition that began here.The presence of Gomoku Narabe Renju—a variant on go, roughly the Japanese equivalent of chess—probably shouldn’t be a surprise, coming from Nintendo. The company’s president at the time, Hiroshi Yamauchi, was a high-level go player. Though he reputedly prided himself on never having played video games, it’s not too difficult to imagine him giving this one at least a cursory try… if only to declare the AI inadequate against someone of his skill level.

		But this, too, was ultimately a Nintendo arcade conversion of sorts. One of the company’s first coin-op creations in the ’70s was a cocktail cabinet-style adaptation of Othello, itself a simplified adaptation of the go concept (more commonly known as reversi). Computer Othello made its way home as a one of Nintendo’s standalone TV game systems in 1980, retailing for a hefty ¥48000 (according to the blog Before Mario). It’s easy, then, to understand why Nintendo was eager to switch to interchangeable cartridges: The Famicom debuted at ¥14800, and carts for around ¥4000. Gomoku Narabe Renju offered a more complex rendition of the dedicated Othello console Nintendo had sold a few years prior, yet combined with the Famicom itself it still came in at less than half the price… and the system could also play a mean game of Donkey Kong.
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		Mah-jong

		麻雀

		Developer: Nintendo • Publisher: Nintendo

		Developer: Board game (Mahjong) 

		Release: Aug. 27 1983 (Japan)

		HVC-MJ

	

	
		Where there’s Japanese consoles, there’s mahjong games. Adopted and adapted from the Chinese tabletop game, Japanese mahjong uses its own specific rules—and, more importantly for the purposes of Famicom gaming, it offers a great opportunity for multiplayer gaming gathered around a TV. Which has always been a crucial feature for Nintendo. This first attempt at recreating the tabletop experience didn’t actually offer that feature, but everyone has to start somewhere. Unlike every other 1983 Famicom release, Mah-Jong isn’t adapted from a previous Nintendo release. The company would begin selling a deluxe mahjong Game & Watch device called Yakuman a few months after this game’s debut — a dedicated handheld that, at ¥16800, cost nearly as much as a Famicom and a copy of Mah-Jong. The Famicom game featured color graphics, but the monochrome Yakuman portable justified its cost: Up to four people could play together (by link cable), as in real mahjong.

		Mah-Jong, on the other hand, was strictly a single-player experience. Not only that, but it only included play against a single computer opponent—presumably memory or processing constraints made a full, proper game impossible. Nintendo would eventually rectify this wrong, sort of, by publishing Hudson’s 4 Nin Uchi Mahjong (4 Person Strike Mahjong) a year later; it didn’t allow four people to play, but it did add two additional AI opponents for a proper man-versus-machine hand of mahjong. This limitation didn’t seem to hurt Mah-Jong’s prospects at retail, though; it was reportedly the third best-selling Famicom title released in 1983. Like a lot of early Famicom titles, the sheer novelty of its existence more than made up for any design inadequacies.
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		Mario Bros.

		マリオブラザーズ

		Developer: Nintendo • Publisher: Nintendo

		Developer: Platforming (Cooperative) • Release: Sept. 9, 1983 (Japan) June 1986 (U.S.) Sept. 1986 (Europe)

		HVC-MA

	

	
		Where Donkey Kong was slightly too old to be a true killer app for Famicom, and Donkey Kong Jr. and Popeye too lacking as concepts, Mario Bros. made for a far more compelling sales pitch.

		Arriving on Famicom a mere three months after its coin-op debut, Mario Bros. truly felt like a make-good on the elusive promise every console maker proclaimed: A fresh, current arcade experience at home. Yes, the Famicom release lacked some of the graphical detail of the upright cabinet, but simplified sprites aside, this was the real deal, suffering from very few compromises in its mission to deliver Mario Bros. to fans.

		Most importantly, of course, Mario Bros. on Famicom offered the cooperative design of its arcade counterpart. Well, perhaps “cooperative” is a misnomer—better to say “simultaneous,” as this was the game that established Nintendo’s fascination with multiplayer design that allows for either antagonism or friendship depending on the players, the situation, or the mood.

		Here Mario and Luigi face an endless swarm of creatures emerging from a pair of pipes; players punch the ground from beneath their enemies to upend them and kick them into submission. Clearly inspired by Williams’ hit Joust—and not the last Nintendo creation to draw on that work—those ground-pounding tactics work just as well to upset the other player as they do the bad guys (interrupting their movements or even causing them to collide with an enemy). Two players working together could achieve high scores; two players working in conflict were more likely to find high blood pressure. A brilliant bit of game design, brilliantly (and quickly) converted to Famicom.
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		Popeye no Eigo Asobi

		ポパイの英語遊び

		Developer: Nintendo • Publisher: Nintendo

		Developer: Edutainment • Release: Nov. 22, 1983 (Japan)

		HVC-EN

	

	
		In the U.S., Nintendo released its Black Box NES games under the banner of various series: Sports, Action, Zapper, and yes, even Robot. But there was one “series” that wasn’t a series at all: The Education Series, which consisted of only a single game, Donkey Kong Jr. Math.  In Japan, Nintendo didn’t bother with those groupings on its boxes. If it had, though, their Education Series would have had a bit more truth in its name: Famicom did in fact receive two educational titles, so it had at least as legitimate a claim to the word “series” as the Robot lineup. Besides Kong, Famicom also received the oddity that was Popeye no Eigo Asobi—roughly, Popeye’s English Tutor.

		Popeye was a strange choice to teach Japanese children English, given the character’s rather rather tenuous grasp on the language, but nevertheless that’s who Nintendo went with… most likely because it allowed them to easily repurpose sprites from their Popeye arcade conversion. Players are presented with a Japanese word written in phonetic katakana script and have to spell out the English translation by selecting Roman letters (in any order). Incorrect choices cause baby Swee’pea, hanging precariously from an overhead line, to shift a notch closer to his doom. The game box (now exceedingly rare and expensive) included a two-sided reference sheet that provides all the game’s terms, in both languages, in eye-wateringly tiny agate type.

		For perhaps obvious reasons, this game was never localized. It probably could have been adapted to teach kids Japanese, but despite America’s widespread ’80s Japan panic, that language was never as useful (or as trendy) here as ours was over there. Even so, Popeye works out to be a much better learning game than its math companion—an effective (if limited) vocabulary drill for both Japanese- and English-speakers alike.
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		Baseball

		ベースボール

		Developer: Nintendo • Publisher: Nintendo

		Developer: Sports (Baseball) • Release: Dec. 7, 1983 (Japan) Oct. 1985 (U.S.) Sept. 1986 (Europe)

		HVC-BA

	

	
		Baseball for Famicom needs no real introduction: It’s almost exactly the same game as the American release that kicked off the book.

		Almost. Unlike many NES launch titles, Baseball does include some regional differences. It actually required a small amount of localization, which required a bit of work for a game of this vintage. The tiny amount of text included in the game had to be hard-coded, requiring new graphics to be drawn up for Roman letters. Meters and kilometers had to be converted to feet and miles.

		More crucially, Nintendo couldn’t simply manufacture a surplus of Japanese ROM chips for Baseball and stick them into American carts with an adapter, as was the case for so many games to ship at the NES’s soft launch in 1985. That also meant Nintendo had to re-engineer the ROMs themselves.

		If that seems like a lot of trouble to go to for such a simple sports game, consider the popularity of this particular sport in both Japan and the U.S.: In a time of international distrust, it was a common thread that united our two nations. (Nintendo would even end up buying their own Major League Baseball team.) There’s a reason this was the lead sports game for both the Famicom and NES. The fanaticism our countries share for baseball meant it behooved Nintendo to adapt the game for both the U.S. and Japanese markets.

		As a sign of how much more sophisticated this take on baseball was than what had come before, the Japanese release comes with a controls cheat sheet in addition to the standard instruction manual. Again, Baseball may not look like much today, but in ’83 this was state-of-the-art.
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		Donkey Kong Jr. no Sansuu Asobi

		ドンキーコングJR.の算数遊び • Donkey Kong Jr. Math

		Developer: Nintendo • Publisher: Nintendo

		Developer: Edutainment • Release: Dec. 12, 1983 (Japan) June 1986* (U.S.) 1986 (Europe)

		NVC-CA

	

	
		Back in the day, Donkey Kong Jr. Math was that one game you only ever saw on the NES lineup posters that came with the games. You certainly didn’t know anyone who owned it, and—like Stack-Up—you probably never saw it in stores. It wouldn’t be the last edutainment game for NES, but it would be the last from Nintendo, who between this and Popeye no Eigo Asobi paid their obligatory lip service to video games as constructive activities and promptly went back to making software people would actually want to buy.

		The game’s undesirable nature in the ’80s makes it a hot property now: The U.S. version of Donkey Kong Jr. Math sells for a pretty penny as a bare cart and for a horrifying sum complete. The Japanese version isn’t quite so scarce, especially bare, but it’s just as unloved. Players control Junior as he shuffles up and down vines attempting to complete math sums. Perhaps it’s down to personal bias—as a writer, I find words more interesting than numbers—but it’s not nearly as enjoyable as Popeye’s edutainment bid.

		The Famicom education “series” consists of graphics repurposed from two launch titles: Donkey Kong Jr. and Popeye. So what of the third and most popular launch game? Well, that was to be recycled into something educational as well: Donkey Kong no Ongaku Asobi, a music teaching game. That never saw the light of day, despite having been advertised; perhaps its creators realized it wasn’t much fun without a keyboard. Anyway, it was the first canceled Famicom creation (that we know of)… which is a shame, because it seemed a lot more interesting than this one.
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			The prototype AVS hardware on display at NYC’s Nintendo World Store. [credit: wikipedia.org]

		
		Advanced Video System

		Developer: Nintendo • Mfg.: Nintendo

		Release: None

		Demoed: Jan. 1984-Jan. 1985

	

	
		Nintendo knew from the very beginning that its console plans needed to include an international aspect. Donkey Kong had been a massive success overseas, allowing the Nintendo of America division of the company to expand beyond a rented East Coast warehouse to a full-scale business situated in the Seattle area. The world’s largest consumer market held the key to the company’s long-term survival.

		So, no sooner had the Famicom launched in Japan than Nintendo set about retooling the console for a U.S. release. Nintendo recognized the distinct needs of the different markets, that the bright and inviting Famicom would need a comprehensive redesign for America. Their solution: A sleek, sophisticated device defined by clean lines and a low profile. The retooled Famicom—rechristened the Advanced Video System—made its first public showing at the Consumer Electronics Show in early 1984, carrying with it several Famicom peripherals that hadn’t even gone up for sale in Japan: The light gun, the Data Recorder cassette deck, the Family Basic keyboard, and even R.O.B.!

		The AVS’s multi-component design was clearly meant to help the console transcend being merely a video game system; the problem was that its peripherals made it resemble the Coleco ADAM, which had debuted the year before after suffering multiple delays… and which had promptly failed to sell due to a combination of high pricing and the crumbling U.S. console market. It was the worst possible impression for Nintendo to make. While the console’s streamlined tooling was clearly meant to look like a slice of the future, it instead evoked a past America retailer buyers were eager to forget.

		Still, the AVS prototype and promotional literature make for fascinating artifacts. They offer a tantalizing glimpse of what might have been… and they show Nintendo spitballing, too. R.O.B. wouldn’t arrive for another year and a half, with software finalized mere weeks before launch. Yet here he is: A gimmick without any particular purpose yet beyond enticing department stores to place orders. (They didn’t.)
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			Left: A diagram of the ADAM-style AVS plan with all peripherals attached. [credit: thedoteaters.com]
			
Center: An AVS brochure, believed to have come from CES 1984. [credit: Famicom World forums]
			
Right: The AVS legacy lives on through RetroUSB’s HDMI clone console by the same name.
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		NINTENDO Entertainment system

		Developer: Nintendo • Publisher: Nintendo

		Release: Oct. 1985 (U.S.) 1991 (Europe)

		NES-001

	

	
		Nintendo’s AVS plan fizzled. Reportedly, not a single retailer took interest at the console’s initial CES unveiling, with most responses falling more along the lines of, “Please don’t bother.” The company refused to back down, though. It knew its long-term prospects depended on success in the U.S… and it also knew that it had a great piece of hardware that ran great games, and that American kids hadn’t lost interest in video games. The trick would be to get those games through the retail gatekeepers and into the hands of those millions of potential fans.

		The Vs. System arcade series represented a first step in that direction; Nintendo already had a vending amusement distribution setup in place, so it was a simple matter to slip modified Famicom hardware and games into that network. Home retail would be a trickier beast, however. Nintendo’s Game & Watch gave it a modest footprint in toy and department stores in the U.S., but tiny, standalone, a la carte LCD devices barely any larger than a pack of playing cards were a very different prospect than a full-sized console with massive peripherals and a dozen or more games to go with it. While the games themselves were fairly compact and represented a modest risk, there was no pick-and-choose approach with a console. Selling games also meant selling systems and peripherals, and all of those things combined added up to a considerable commitment of shelf space—an end cap, or a double-wide display section of racks, or a huge chunk of valuable, high-visibility, behind-the-counter space.

		Nintendo’s initial solution—to present the AVS as a multi-pronged computer toy, including a “video robot” that could help play games—was in many senses counterproductive. So, between 1985’s winter and summer CES events, the company finally overhauled the console itself rather than simply shuffling around the add-ons that went along with it again. Designer Lance Barr came up with the basis for the system’s final design, which now bore the name Nintendo Entertainment System. Barr carried forward the clean, angular lines of the AVS prototype, but he also attempted to obscure the video game-based nature of the console.
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		Rather than maintain the low-profile design of the top-loading AVS, Barr transformed the NES into a chunky box. Molded in various neutral grey tones with a tiny touch of red for its power-on LED, its silkscreened branding, and its power/reset function displays, the NES had a staid, sober appearance, like a typical ’80s entertainment appliance. According to Famicom designer Masayuki Uemura, the hardware’s American case was meant to resemble VHS decks, camouflaging the fact that the system existed for the sole purpose of playing video games. Rather than plugging games into a slot along the top surface, as had been the case for every console released prior to the NES, the console instead featured a small panel that opened along its front edge into which players inserted a cartridge horizontally.

		Of course, the ever-budget-conscious Nintendo didn’t integrate the sort of automated loading and eject system you’d find in a nice VCR. Rather, the NES contained a spring-loaded mechanism that required you to physically press the game into place. Once seated, a small amount of downward pressure would cause the cart-loading mechanism to unlatch and spring back to return the game to the panel window. NES cartridges came in a single standard case design: A wide groove ran along the length of the cart, narrowing to a thin tab at the top which allowed players to grasp the game and remove it gently from the console.
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			The NES originally debuted in two different packages: The Deluxe Set (pictured here) and two Control Deck versions. The Deluxe Set included both R.O.B., a Zapper light gun, two controllers, and boxed copies of Duck Hunt and Gyromite. While it may have been the cooler collection, gamers in the know preferred the version of the Control Deck box that shipped the following year—unlike the original 1985 Control Deck package, which came with nothing but the system and two controllers, the later revision included a boxed copy of Super Mario Bros.

		
		As a piece of social and mechanical engineering, the NES’s so-called zero-force insertion slot was a work of art. As a functional mechanism in a device used daily by careless children, however, it turned out to be something of a disaster. The pressure exerted by the odd insertion angle involved with the ZIF cart would eventually cause the connector pins inside the console to bend out of alignment, which was especially problematic thanks to the new security measures Nintendo built into the console. The hardware redesign didn’t simply reflect Nintendo’s eagerness to get into the American market—it also demonstrated a determination to keep its market healthy once established.

		By the time the NES launched, the Famicom market was already spiraling out of control. Third parties had appeared on the scene in the middle of 1984, and while those first outsiders produced quality work, the growing popularity of the Famicom caused a gold rush effect that threatened to inundate the Japanese market with low-quality garbage… precisely what had happened with the Atari 2600 market in the U.S. By 1986, press pundits were lamenting that the Famicom boom was over, that the console had been buried beneath mountains of trash… which undoubtedly helped motivate the launch of the Famicom Disk System. Also of note is that fact that around the same time, Famicom’s first pirate cartridges (such as the mildly pornographic Super Maruo-chan) began to appear.

		Because Nintendo hadn’t built any control mechanisms into the Famicom hardware, its domestic market was more or less unregulated. Having learned its lesson, the company installed a security lock-out chip into the NES to require third parties to seek an official license in order to publish for the system in America and Europe. Nintendo also used this requirement to force publishers to use Nintendo’s manufacturing facilities to produce games. This enforced a strict limit on the number of games that a single publisher could release each year, and also allowed Nintendo the right of concept approval and to turn down genuinely terrible games altogether.
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		Unfortunately, this meant America never saw the visual variety present in the roll-your-own Famicom market and it spectrum of cart colors and shapes. Similarly, it meant that games developed by third parties for their own special custom chips (like those engineered by SunSoft and Konami) had to be reworked for Nintendo’s standard MMC series ROMs. More critically, though, the design of the ZIF mechanism could cause the 10NES security pins to fall out of alignment, making it impossible for games to boot at all until the NES’s innards were repaired or replaced.

		And even with Nintendo’s supposed Seal of Quality, there were still plenty of awful NES games… though admittedly in the west you rarely saw the kind of utter low-end trash that cluttered the Famicom market. Eventually, a handful of publishers learned to circumvent the lockout chip, but by that point Nintendo had an effective hammerlock on the U.S. market and could pressure retailers into not selling unlicensed carts. “Sell unauthorized software,” the warning went, “and we’ll cut off your supply of official NES releases.” As NES was the hottest toy several years running, it was no idle threat.

		Nintendo traveled the road from unwanted reminder of a failed fad to monopolistic superpower in just three or four years—quite a feat. By the end of the ’80s, the NES had a roughly 90% share of the American console gaming market. This impressive statistic largely reflects the fact that Nintendo essentially rebuilt the American console market from nothing. They shouldered their way into retailers across the country despite the box office poison that console games represented, and by the time they had reestablished the industry they had enough reach and clout to lock competitors out of the running.
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			The strange, VHS-like design of the NES control deck (Nintendo wouldn’t call it a “game console,” and they wouldn’t call its software “cartridges”—they were “game paks”) remains one of the most unique designs ever to grace a game system. The flip-down game pak door allows the console to play games discreetly, hiding away their shameful presence. The horizontal cart orientation meant the console kept a fairly low profile so that it could sit inside entertainment centers rather than on top of them. Despite the flaws inherent in the ZIF mechanism’s design, the NES predicted the slot-loading disc-based design that would become standard for consoles beginning with PlayStation 2… 15 years later.

		
		Technically, SEGA’s Master System offered a superior experience, but it arrived about a year after the NES and its American distributor—Tonka—lacked Nintendo’s fire and determination. By the time SEGA took back the reins, the Master System was a writeoff.  Meanwhile, Atari had the 7800 waiting in the wings. The 7800 had technically been in the works and ready to go around the same time as the AVS made its initial showings, but the same factors that kept Nintendo locked out of the U.S. at first also worked against Atari—who, on top of that, was in the process of reeling from and fragmenting in the wake of the console crash.

		Nintendo had actually attempted to partner up with Atari to distribute the Famicom in America before striking out on their own with the AVS. They’d even had HAL Laboratories throw together some Atari arcade conversions for Famicom as proofs-of-concept for Atari. It’s hard to imagine how differently video game history might have shaken out if the timing of this would-be deal had played out with slightly different timing. Would Atari have localized the NES and promoted it to be a medium-defining success? Or would they have used their distribution deal to lock the Famicom out of the U.S. market and ensure all competition to the 7800 was stifled in its crib? It’s impossible to know, of course, but given the turbulence and drama that defined Atari following the console crash, it’s hard not to think that Nintendo—and, perhaps, the console market as a whole—dodged a bullet.

		Which is not to say that everything about the NES, or the way Nintendo handled it, was necessarily ideal. The quality control and security measures the company installed into the NES resulting in a rather aggressive relationship with retailers, which led to allegations that Nintendo was breaking anti-trust laws… allegations that the Justice Department substantiated.

		Nintendo’s licensing structure worked wholly to Nintendo’s advantage, and while third parties definitely stood to profit from publishing on NES, a miscalculation—or even an arbitrary decision by Nintendo—could lead to ruin. The company’s strict rules alienated many publishers, which worked to SEGA’s advantage when the Genesis arrived in 1989. Nintendo never really lightened up, though, and with each successive console generation third parties became more and more likely to abandon ship and head to the friendlier pastures of other consoles. These days, the idea of a Nintendo home console as a haven for third-party innovation seems downright fanciful.

		To be fair, the NES may have been the first platform to play hardball with licensees, but it wasn’t the last… nor would Nintendo be the only first party to experience an uneasy relationship with its partners. The unfriendly restrictions Nintendo created for NES would become the model for all consoles to follow, and even PC gaming adheres to the same concept to a certain degree these days thanks to the success of Steam.

		All of these ephemeral business matters helped define Nintendo’s business and opened the door for the NES to create a foundation for the modern video games industry. It does not, however, explain precisely why the NES became such a tremendous hit—why it commands such enormous mindshare among gamers who grew up playing it, and why its games and their iconography feel familiar to so many children who began gaming long after the NES’s heyday. In short, the NES succeeded because it played host to hundreds of memorable video games. The console acted as a petri dish for creativity and innovation.
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			The NES incorporated some other significant changes from the Japanese Famicom hardware. For starters, it included composite-out RCA jacks in addition to the RF adapter the Famicom used exclusively (row 1, left), making for better image quality. It moved the hardware expansion pins to a covered port on the console’s bottom (row 1, center), which ultimately went unused. Its controllers (row 2), no longer hard-wired into the console, dropped the mic in favor of granting all players identical pads that plugged into two peripheral ports on the system’s front (row 1, right).

		
		The best NES developers built on one another’s great ideas, straining to achieve as much as possible within the cramped confines of the hardware. The system’s creative pinnacle came after the arrival of far superior hardware in Japan (NEC’s PC Engine, aka TurboGrafx-16, and SEGA’s Mega Drive, aka Genesis), and NES software reached its peak technical prowess long after the Super NES vs. Genesis war had begun to consume American living rooms. The creative excellence of NES games fueled sales of the system, which in turn encouraged publishers and developers to invest more time and effort into their NES creations. It was the best kind of feedback loop, a perpetual engine of great games and earnings.

		Even now, more than three decades after its debut, the NES remains the iconic image of retrogaming. Aftermarket mods and innovative clone systems vie for attention, even as Nintendo perpares its own mini-NES as a stocking stuffer. Meanwhile, NES games keep climbing to stratospheric prices as more and more fans look to become collectors, with obscure games suddenly spiking in desirability every time a popular YouTuber draws attention to them. The NES continues to inform game design, with modern masterpieces like Axiom Verge and Shovel Knight carefully studying the best games in Nintendo’s 8-bit pantheon and recompiling them into new, inventive forms.

		Nintendo didn’t invent video games. The NES didn’t create console gaming. And yet, it’s here in this humble grey box that the seeds of an industry that would continue to grow for decades and eventually come to be worth billions of dollars would take root. Not too bad an achievement for a system that no one even wanted to sell at first.
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