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Introduction

	Welcome to Bottomless Pit, a series of books about playing platform games: Super Mario Bros., Super Meat Boy, Ori and the Blind Forest, Mega Man--you know the type. Although I play lots of different games, platformers have been my favorite genre since the first time I picked up an NES controller and promptly guided Mario into a bottomless pit. They demand timing, strategy, quick thinking and quicker reflexes, and offer exploration and a style of mobility that defined the early days of video games as a hobby. While platform games are one of the earliest genres of video games, they're still relevant and influential today—more than ever, some would argue.

	I read as much about video games as I write, and one blog I'm very influenced by is Chester Bolinbroke's The CRPG Addict, in which Chester sets out to play and document his thoughts on every computer roleplaying game ever made, in chronological order of their release.

	Zeroing in on a specific type of game to study its development and contributions to game design and development appealed to me. Chester loves RPGs and writing. I love platformers and writing. So here we are.

	Platformers deserve even more examination than the considerable amount they receive. No matter how sophisticated technology becomes, developers and consumers return to the tried-and-true formula of platforming—running and jumping over enemies, pits, and other obstacles in pursuit of a goal, be it saving a princess in a faraway castle, setting world records for clearing a game, or cooperating with friends to conquer a game. That's where this book, and the many to follow, come in. 

	Defining platformer is tricky. The popular definition is any game that centers on running and jumping over platforms. Those platforms are littered with obstacles such as pits, spikes, and enemies, all of which perform different functions to encourage players to use their limited toolset (running and jumping) in unique ways. Two of the earliest examples of platformers, however, didn't involve jumping at all.

	Platformers started off rather easy to track, only to explode in popularity with Donkey Kong and, especially, Super Mario Bros. Attempting to follow their evolution is like rambling along a narrow dirt road that suddenly becomes a 1200-lane superhighway with each lane leading to a snarl of off ramps.

	While I will pay careful attention to the sub-types of platform games as they spring up, I don't want to get too hung up on genre. You'll notice, for example, that the first platformer I review is Space Panic. Platforms? Check. Obstacles? Check. Jumping? Nope. Does that make it a platform game? Of course! It's just that the genre had yet to be defined.

	Even contemporary platformers are mishmashes of gameplay systems. Trine is a platformer with physics-based puzzles. Rogue Legacy is a platformer-roguelite, meaning it rolls in elements of "roguelike" RPGs such as permanent death and procedural (or randomized) level generation. Even Nintendo, the company responsible for hammering out the popular definition of the genre, refers to its flagship Super Mario games as "action games." It, too, doesn't want to quibble over definitions. Plus, "action game" is an easier concept to convey than "platformer." 

	Variations and connotative vs. denotative definitions of platformer are important, and we will talk about them. We're just not going to sweat them overly much.

	My quest—my flagpole at the end of this very, very long level—is to play platformers in the order in which they were released. This will be difficult in the beginning. Before the early '90s, most publishers didn't think about release dates. When a game was finished, they mass-produced floppy disks or cartridges, stuffed them into Ziploc baggies or colorful boxes, and shipped them. Game X's release date was whatever day it appeared at your local electronics store. 

	For that reason, I will try to play each platformer on the platform, or system, on which it originated. As examples, I'll be playing Donkey Kong's arcade version, Super Mario Bros. on NES, and so on. Ports of games may be mentioned, but will not receive in-depth examination articles unless they differ substantively from their original versions.

	I review each game I play… sort of. I offer a score at the end of articles based on factors such as graphics, sound, and gameplay. That's all subjective. I'm not dogmatic about these scores. I supply them because it makes me think critically about the games I'm playing, and because some people like numbers. I'm much more interested in playing and analyzing games, though, so let's not get fired up about scores. Pretty please.

	Lastly, if you're familiar with other books of mine such as Stay Awhile and Listen and Shovel Knight (Boss Fight Books), this is a different beast. I do this thing where, as a full-time writer and author, when I get burned out from writing, I write something else. This book stems from one of those periods. I'll share some of the historical info for each game, but rather than a narrative-style story, which is sort of my thing, each chapter is a diary-style entry detailing my thoughts as I play. Bottomless Pit is an opportunity for me to write a little something different, so I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I've enjoyed writing it. 

	All good? Good. Then let's play.

	 

	-David L. Craddock

	8 August 2020

	 


Chapter 1: Space Panic

	Background

	
		Developer: Universal

		Publisher: Universal

		Debut: November 1980

		Platform: Arcade

		Home Ports: PV-1000 (1981), ColecoVision (1983), various clones (e.g., Apple Panic on the Apple II)



	 

	Can You Dig It?

	[image: A picture containing text, scoreboard, indoor, wall

Description automatically generated]Even the most devoted players have gaps in their gaming history. The medium has grown exponentially in the past decade; mobile games, console games, PC games, indie, triple-A, free-to-play, web browser—no one can play everything. If you've played Donkey Kong, released by Nintendo in 1981 and famously designed by Mario and Zelda creator Shigeru Miyamoto, you may think you've been a fan of platformers, or at least familiar with them, since the beginning: running, jumping, and power-ups.

	Right? I thought so, too! Turns out we were wrong.

	Space Panic is considered the granddaddy of the genre, meaning one of the earliest examples that historians and game developers—notably famed writer and designer Chris Crawford—agree meets the minimum criteria of a platformer. (It wasn't the first, but we'll discuss that in the next chapter.) There's running, there's climbing, there are platforms, and there are obstacles in the form of enemies. If you're more acquainted with Nintendo's style of platformer, however, you may see only a passing resemblance at first, especially if you're coming to Space Panic for the first time, as I have.

	Genre is a tricky thing. You can't get too particular in defining one, especially in 2020, when so many games are amalgams of this, that, and the other game mechanic. The platformer itself is a sub-genre of the action game, where players jump and climb over suspended platforms to achieve some goal—go through an exit door, descend a flagpole, etc.

	Running. Jumping. Climbing. Mario does all three, but while Donkey Kong solidified the contemporary definition of platformer, Space Panic predates it by several months. (Release dates were nebulous before pre-order dates for games like Sonic the Hedgehog 2, whose release date was dubbed "Sonic 2sday" in Sega's marketing campaign, and Mortal Kombat, which released on "Mortal Monday," September 13, 1993. Universal distributed it to arcades in 1980, and it began appearing in November. Nintendo's famous ape didn't nab Pauline and scale construction sites until the fall of 1981.)

	The goal of Space Panic is simple to state, but difficult to achieve. You're a "man"—extra lives are referred to as "extra men," a colloquial term from when games were designed by men, starred male characters, and predominantly played by men—in an unnamed area in space made up of suspended platforms connected by ladders. There are aliens running amok, wouldn't you know it, and you've got to defeat them by digging holes in the platforms, luring them into said holes, and refilling those holes so they fall through, eliminating it from play. 

	Speaking of holes, Space Panic filled over several gaps in my gaming knowledge. I'd never played it, for one. For two, this is, to the best of my recollection, my foray into the "digging" genre. I know of Lode Runner, but never played it. Maybe because I was too young to play most video games before Super Mario Bros. and the NES made its way into my household: there were so many other games to play that Lode Runner and its many clones sailed right over my head.

	Which brings me to the next shocker, at least for me. Designed for one player or two players who take turns at the joystick, Space Panic lets you dig, climb, and run, but there's no jump button. I struggled with this, to put it lightly. Donkey Kong was the first platformer I'd played. Some verbs describe a game perfectly. For platformers, and for me, jump is that verb. Not being able to hop around made me feel like I was playing one-handed, which I probably could since the controls are simple.

	One button digs holes. Another button fills them in. Remember, though, that you cannot job. If you dig a hole and decide you want to walk across it, well, you can't. You must refill that hole to step across it, or take the long way around by climbing or descending ladders and hurrying back and forth across platforms. You could also opt to drop through it, and you won't take any damage, a decision Nintendo wouldn't incorporate in its platformers until later, thus making it a strategic decision in Space Panic.

	Trapping aliens isn't as simple as digging a hole and waiting for one to fall through. Not only do you have to consider how and where digging holes affects your navigation options, you must press the dig button repeatedly. If an enemy reaches your hole before it's finished, it'll stumble over it then refill it and continue the chase. You can't use that shovel to fight back, either. Your options are run, climb, dig, and fill. If an alien drops into one of your pits, you need to be ready to refill it, or it will haul itself out and refill the hole.

	On top of all that, not all aliens go down easily. Red aliens are the easiest to topple; trap them, fill in their hole, and they plummet to the next platform and helpfully disappear. Green aliens, however, need to fall at least two stories. That means you need to dig a hole in one platform, then dig a hole directly above or below it. You can't dig too near ladders, so you've got to play realtor and consider location, location, location. The difficulty ramps up quickly. By level 3, you'll have red and green aliens to contend with. By level 4, gray aliens, which must fall enter the fray.

	This may not sound too complex on paper. In practice, it's a lot to wrap your head around. Like the ghosts in Pac-Man, aliens wander at first but quickly grow aggressive. Digging a hole takes just long enough that you must choose spots to dig as you're avoiding aliens and climbing ladders. Early on, I hit on a strategy that worked well. Find a space between two ladders and dig a hole on either side. The aliens will eventually come to you. Fill in each hole as fast as you can, then dig another.[image: A close up of text on a black background

Description automatically generated]

	That strategy falls to pieces by level 3. Space Panic is a coin-op game, which means time is money. An oxygen meter in the lower righthand corner depletes, functioning as both a timer and a bonus score. The more oxygen you have left when you clear a level, the more bonus points you'll get at the end. This means digging holes around you and waiting for aliens to trip their way in consumes a lot of time, which is a bad idea on later levels when you need to be on the move and setting up two or more vertically aligned holes to defeat tougher aliens.

	It's a compelling game loop, but consumers weren't ready for its complexity in 1980. "No punning intended when I say that the rungs were too high for the average gamer to scale," wrote Electronic Games magazine in 1983; the editor noted that the average play time was recorded at 30 seconds. Reader, this near-40-year-old loop challenged me in 2020. Despite draining my oxygen, I was more comfortable entrenching myself between pits. Later levels add more ladders, which are good for navigation, but bad for digging, since holes can't be placed too close to ladders.

	Perhaps the worst part is that when you die, the level repopulates with aliens. Platforming standards weren't set in stone by this point. The cement was still drying. Still, wiping out all but one alien only to make a mistake and have to start over is demoralizing. Sometimes I opted to stop playing rather than try again. Each credit, or quarter, also buys you a finite supply of lives. Three strikes and you're out.

	I'm tempted to play Monday morning quarterback and say that the addition of a jump button would have made the gameplay much smoother. Being able to hop over a hole while being chased would be convenient. It would also probably make the game far too easy, an unappealing prospect for coin-op developers and operators looking to devour quarters as quickly as possible.

	Nevertheless, Space Panic qualifies as a platformer as much as it's also a "climbing" or "digging" game, and is a good example of the branches that connect games on platforming's leafy family tree. Universal deemed the game a commercial failure overall, which isn't surprising. It's tough, and the gameplay loop is so simple that its charm wears off after a few turns. Still, clones such as Broderbund's Apple Panic on the Apple II did well, likely because playing at home without having to worry about your mom's finite supply of quarters gave players more opportunities to sharpen their skills.

	There's no denying Space Panic sets the stage for greatness. Almost all the pieces are there. The action takes place on a single screen, there are plenty of ladders to climb, and thinking on your feet while zipping around and digging is fun. Just not for long. I recommend taking Space Panic for a spin to understand how platformers started, but be prepared to move on to greener, bouncier pastures within a few minutes.

	Score

	
		Graphics: 1/5. Crude, but serviceable and neat, until levels become cluttered with ladders.

		Gameplay: 2/5. Deceptively challenging. The fun you'll have on levels 1 and 2 will soon be overshadowed by frustration as aliens, ladders, and the complications of dispatching tougher foes sets in.

		Sound: 1/5. Space Panic exhibits the beeps and bloops typical of the era. They're grating enough that I'd almost prefer to play the game muted. The audio is glitchy on MAME, so I only heard the end-of-level fanfare; I watched videos on YouTube to get an idea of how the game sounded during play. 

		Overall: 2/5. Not a bad game, but not a particularly engrossing one either. 



	 

	 


Chapter 2: Crazy Climber

	Background

	
		Developer: Nichibutsu

		Publisher: Nichibutsu

		Debut: October 1980

		Platform: Arcade

		Home Ports: Atari VCS/2600 (1982), Nintendo Famicom ('86), Sharp X68000 PC ('93), PlayStation ('96), PlayStation 2 ('05), PlayStation 4 ('14)



	 

	How High Can You Get?

	If you've read the introduction, you know I stated my intention to play every platforming game ever, in chronological order of release. Two games in, and I've already skipped ahead and doubled back—sort of.

	Unlike Space Panic, considered the "granddaddy" of platformers, Crazy Climber shares more in common with pure climbing games than platformers. In fact, there's not a platform to be found in Crazy Climber. It's just you, ridiculously tall skyscrapers, and birds, monkeys, and residents determined to knock you off.

	The game's developer/publisher, Nichibutsu, is a relative unknown today, but was hugely influential in its native country. Founded as Nihon Bussan in October 1970, Nichibutsu was based in Osaka, Japan, as a manufacturer and seller of coin-operated amusement games. The company entered the video arcade market in 1978 with Table Attacker, a clone of Atari's Breakout. Blatant clones—pejoratively dubbed rip-offs or copycats, especially by the creators who came up with the original concept—were common through the '70s, '80s, and even '90s. Many amateur developers taught themselves how to code by writing their own versions of coin-op games, then sold the fruits of their labor to publishers.

	Nichibutsu released its first original hits, Moon Cresta, a shoot-em-up, and Crazy Climber in July and October 1980, respectively. Released one month before Space Panic, Crazy Climber became Nichibutsu's first original hit. The premise is simple. You play a decidedly crazy climber who got it in his crazy head to scale a skyscraper. Like climbing Mount Everest, this guy's doing it because it's there, I suppose.[image: Image]

	On your way up, you must shimmy back and forth to avoid the atomic bird droppings (okay, they're probably fruit, but "atomic bird droppings" is funnier) launched by condors that fly back and forth across the screen, residents that drop flower pots and other heavy objects from their windows, windows shutting on your fingers, and bosses such as a giant, King Kong-like ape. Playing involves more forethought than the average arcade game of the time, making the game appealing for players looking to spend yen or quarters on a more strategic experience.

	There are four skyscrapers to climb. At the top of each is a helicopter that sticks around for 30 seconds before flying off. If you board the 'copter, you're taken to another building. Once you've ascended all four—if you can make it that far—you're taken back to the first building, and the game repeats until you run out of lives or quarters.

	So, as stated, there are no platforms in Crazy Climber. That's why I wrote about it after Space Panic. It is, however, a climbing game, and climbing is an integral mechanic of the genre, so it warrants discussion here.

	Arcades are a dying breed, and what I miss the most about them is the experimental nature of games—cabinet builds and control apparatuses that couldn't be easily ported to computers and home consoles. Crazy Climber is an early example of such design. There are no buttons. You climb using two joysticks: one that controls your left hand, and another that controls your right hand. Pulling left or right on both sticks moves your character in either direction, which is how you dodge projectiles as you make your way to the top.

	Climbing is a multi-step process. First, you have to reach for the next part of the building by pushing up on each joystick. Next, you lift yourself up by pulling down on the sticks. You can operate both hands at once, or one at a time.

	It's a tactile process that takes some getting used to; my first few attempts at playing were spent getting a handle on movement. Once it clicks, it's exciting and engaging, much more so than tapping buttons. I controlled my crazy climber like I was cross-country skiing, opting to reach and lift with one hand, then the other, back and forth. This has the added benefit of letting you climb faster if you're able to fall into a rhythm; your climber is strong and can lift himself up with a single hand.

	[image: Image]Crazy Climber's control scheme is the game's greatest strength, and its weakness. Because you have to control your arms independently, your character can wind up in positions that leave you unable to control your movement, such as one arm raised or lowered too much or too little. Depending on your position, you'll try to sidle left or right to dodge projectiles, only to scoot an inch, or not move at all. I lost many rounds by hanging in place while flowerpots and atomic poop sailed downward, knocking me loose and leaving me frustrated. Fortunately, you reappear where you fell, assuming you still have lives. Inserting more quarters doesn't buy extra lives, so you've got to make the three you have count.

	Climbing is also problematic. I got into a groove using my cross-country style of climbing, but now and then, my character's body fell out of sync, causing him to raise an arm but refuse to pull himself up when I pulled down on a stick. On other occasions, he'd lower himself to where he was a moment earlier. Aside from maneuvering yourself to either side of long, vertical windows which cannot be scaled, there's no reason to descend in Crazy Climber. There were occasions when I spent more time trying to figure out why my avatar wouldn't climb than I did climbing.

	Crazy Climber deserves recognition for introducing the climbing mechanic that would define countless platformers to follow, and for implementing a control scheme almost perfectly suited to the experience it aspires to provide. It also deserves recognition for one specific technical achievement: scrolling. The screen scrolls upward as you near the top edge. This was an era when most games took place on a single screen, or playfield, like Space Panic. Skyscrapers appear more or less identical, but a game "world" that couldn't be contained on a single screen was novel for the time.

	Crazy Climber is fun for a few rounds, but you're more likely to move on to another platformer out of frustration with its finicky controls than out of boredom with its gameplay loop.

	 

	Score

	Graphics: 2/5. Rudimentary, but cartoonish in a charming way. The squiggly grin of residents who have nothing better to do than rack up a murder charge always make me giggle.

	 

	Gameplay: 3/5. I love the controls, I hate the controls.

	 

	Sound: 1/5. Beeps for sound effects, beeps for music. It's just enough to be immersive.

	 

	Overall: 2/5. The often-inexplicable circumstance of getting stuck and being unable to move or climb became maddening. That's too bad, because the game is fun, if a bit too simplistic to play for more than a few minutes at a time.

	 

	 


Chapter 3: Donkey Kong

	Background

	
		Developer: Nintendo

		Publisher: Nintendo

		Debut: July 1981

		Platform: Arcade

		Ports: Game & Watch, Atari 2600, Intellivision, ColecoVision, Coleco Mini-arcade, Atari 8-bit PCs, Famicom/NES, TI-99/4A, IBM PC booter, VIC-20, Commodore 64, MSX, ZX Spectrum, Amstrad CPC, Famicom Disk System, Atari 7800, Nintendo e-Reader, Game Boy Advance, Wii Virtual Console, Wii U Virtual Console, Nintendo Switch (NES Online)



	 

	Monkeying Around

	In the first chapter of Dungeon Hacks, my book about formative roguelike RPGs such as Rogue (obviously) and NetHack, I summarized convergent evolution, a biological process where two or more unrelated organisms follow similar evolutionary paths. These organisms don't have to be related, nor does convergent evolution end up making them interchangeable. For instance, a bird and a bat can both fly, but they share little else in common.

	[image: A screenshot of a video game

Description automatically generated]Donkey Kong developed from ideas we saw in Space Panic and Crazy Climbers. It has more in common with the former than the latter, really, since Crazy Climbers is a pure climbing game rather than a platformer. Still, grasping DK's fundamental similarities and differences is important to realizing just how influential and sophisticated it was compared to its forbearers.

	The origin of Donkey Kong and its popular protagonist has been exhaustively covered, so I'll keep my telling brief. Aspiring toy-maker Shigeru Miyamoto landed a job at a company called Nintendo after his dad called in a favor with a mutual friend of Hiroshi Yamauchi, president of Nintendo Company Limited (aka NCL, Nintendo's headquarters in Japan) from 1949 until 2002. Miyamoto was hired as the company's first artist. His first job was drawing artwork for a coin-op game called Sheriff. Then moved on to Radar Scope, a submarine game where players looked through a telescope and shoot enemy ships. Radar Scope bombed, so Yamauchi, determined to put all the monitors, cabinets, and circuit boards taking up space in Nintendo's warehouses, to good use, assigned Miyamoto to another project, a game inspired by (but not based on) Popeye.

	When Nintendo failed to acquire the Popeye license, Miyamoto pivoted, designing a King Kong-like ape who kidnaps Pauline, the girlfriend of a construction worker named Jumpman, and holds her hostage at the top of four unique construction sites. (Okay, I guess climbing four tall buildings is another shared trait of DK and Crazy Climbers. It's very specific, and likely accidental.) You play as Jumpman, and your goal is to scale those construction sites and rescue Pauline. Before the game launched in America, higher-ups at Nintendo worried that Americans wouldn't get behind a character named Jumpman. They renamed him Mario, named after Mario Segali, Nintendo of America's landlord in the early '80s, who stormed a board meeting and demanded rent that was past due.

	Saving Pauline isn't as simple as climbing ladders and running across platforms. Donkey Kong antagonizes you the whole time, throwing barrels, siccing autonomous fireballs on you, and challenging Mario to cross a variety of terrain from platforms to lifts to collapsing floors.    

	Those are surface details. We've established that Donkey Kong was not the first platformer. In every way, however, it was the first platformer that counted. The innovations Miyamoto and his scrappy team introduced are many, so let's get to climbing.

	 

	Kong Country

	Nintendo's engineers kept things simple. The cabinet supported two players who took turns controlling Mario/Jumpman, guiding him with a joystick and a single button. It's not an exaggeration to say that single button revolutionized video games.

	[image: A screen shot of a video game

Description automatically generated]You'll remember that the object of Space Panic is to dig holes and wait for aliens to fall into them. The trouble is, digging a hole creates more problems than it solves. There's no way to jump over the hole should you need to cross to the other side. You have to either fill it in, or climb down a nearby ladder, run across the platform below it, and scamper up another ladder on the other side of the hole. The lack of a jump action adds to the game's strategy, but it's more frustrating than anything else, one of many reasons the game failed to make money in arcades.

	Donkey Kong lets you jump, but that's just the tip of the iceberg. Pressing jump without touching the joystick launches Mario a few feet off the ground. To jump over obstacles, press the button while moving left or right. The elegance and versatility of such a simple action cannot be overstated.

	Mario's jump works so well because the elements of that jump—namely height and horizontal distance—are immutable. Unlike later games featuring Mario, Donkey Kong has no run button; you can't build momentum to jump farther. What you see is what you get: No matter how fast you're moving, the height and distance of your jump never change. When you attempt to jump over a pit and onto, say, a rising platform, but fall short, you know it's not because the game cheated. It's because you jumped too early. The game tacitly communicates this information visually: you see Mario, you see where you jumped from, and you see where you landed. Players absorb that knowledge and learn to apply it.

	Unlike later games, Mario doesn't control well in midair; he rises and falls at the same velocity no matter where you jump from. In fact, you can't steer him mid-jump at all. This, too, is a limitation that works in the player's favor. In 1981, virtually every type of coin-operated video game except shoot-em-ups—popularized by Space Invaders in '75—was unknown to players. I could be wrong, but my bet is that introducing mechanics such as maneuvering a character in midair would have over-complicated the design and frustrated players. It's enough, and better, for players to know exactly how high and how far they can jump, and put that into practice stage by stage, confident their mastery over the few tools at Mario's disposal are all they need to win.

	You're given one more tool: a power-up, Mario's hammer. After picking it up, Mario automatically swings it for a limited of time, obliterating any obstacles within range and increasing your score. Hammers can be used whenever you're ready to grab them, but they're best saved for desperate situations, such as when barrels and fireballs close in on all sides.

	Run, jump, climb, and pound. The details of when and where those maneuvers come into play changes from stage to stage. Donkey Kong's stages are another significant change. Space Panic's arrangement of ladders platforms varies slightly from stage to stage, but the architecture itself remains the same. You always run across stony-like platforms and climb ladders. The same can be said of other popular video games of the era. Space Invaders doesn't take place in any other venue other than against a starry backdrop. You always fight the same waves of aliens with the same barriers between you and them. Other shoot-em-ups such as Asteroids change up the configuration of obstacles like rocks or waves of enemy ships, but the terrain is always the same. 

	Donkey Kong features four unique stages, or "boards"—an apt term, since each stage can be thought of as a different board game, each of which uses the same pieces. The first stage, and the most iconic, features quintessential platforming: sloped platforms for barrels to roll down, ladders to ascend, and obstacles to jump over. It's a tutorial in every way except name. The difference from DK's first stage and most contemporary games is there are no lengthy cinematics to sit through or walls of text to climb. Nintendo has you learn by doing, a practice that would come to define their games going forward (with the occasional misstep such as 2011's ponderous The Legend of Zelda: Skyward Sword).

	[image: A screenshot of a video game

Description automatically generated]The next level, another construction site, introduces subtle changes. You're still climbing ladders and dodging obstacles, but to get to the top, you have to run over rivets until the structure collapses and sends the titular ape tumbling to the ground. Running over a rivet causes it to disappear. Enemies on one side won't be able to reach you on the other; the catch is that you can fall through holes after removing rivets, and even a one-story fall can kill Mario. This adds a note of tension. By this time, you're comfortable with your jump, and you must perform more of them, and more accurately, to avoid fireballs and holes.

	Yet another stage, a factory, has you riding lifts and leaping narrow pits. A spring-like obstacle bounces across the topmost floor and drops into the stage. The factory's design is methodical. The spring starts in the same place, bounces the same distance, and falls from the same location, at the same interval. Your advantage is that the spring falls near the right edge of the screen. Players figure out that the stage is best tackled in two phases. Phase one: ride and jump from lifts to cross from the left side of the screen to the middle. Phase two: carefully hop pits and avoid springs as they fall while climbing to the top.

	All four stages take place on a single screen, but the factory functions as two stages in one. That purposeful design by Nintendo lets you devote all your attention to one or two obstacles at a time: lifts and perilous fall distances on the left, and ladders and springs on the right. Each half of the screen builds on what you've learned. You know how to climb ladders. You know obstacles can be avoided or jumped over, depending on their actions. You know pits must be jumped, and that falling too far will cost you a life. 

	Teaching players how to use their tools and placing them in situations that call on them to use their tools in slightly different but always related scenarios is a staple of platforming games, and it started with Donkey Kong.

	Last but not least, Donkey Kong is one of the first video games to present a narrative. I say "one of" because earlier, text-only adventure games on PC, such as Colossal Cave Adventure, had stories… kind. Adventure just had you exploring a cave; the narrative was, figure out what's going on and escape. What else are you going to do? The designers of Infocom's Zork series deserves more credit for constructing what is essentially an interactive novel. Those games were effective. They were also limited. Personal computers were relatively expensive in the early '80s, limiting access to the businesses and high-income households able to afford them. Arcades were everywhere.

	Enter Donkey Kong, widely acknowledge as the first video game to feature visual storytelling. Donkey Kong, Mario, and Pauline are individual characters with (sometimes threadbare) motivations. Donkey Kong is angry at this carpenter and wants to hurt him, so he steals his girl. Pauline wants to escape, and, presumably, not fall to her death. Mario, the hero, wants to save her. There are even cutscenes, such as a reunion "cinematic" (in the leanest sense of the word) that shows Donkey Kong falling to the ground while Mario and Pauline make goo-goo eyes at each other, represented by a giant pink heart at the top of the screen.

	Admittedly, Donkey Kong's narrative is cruder than something like Zork, whose text-driven adventure unfolds over the entire game. Remember, though, that Donkey Kong's theatrical-like narrative was unprecedented. Protagonist. Antagonist. Goal. The stages repeat after you conquer the rivet stage, but the difficulty scales upward, so you can reunite Mario and Pauline again and again.

	That brings us to the elephant in the room. Miyamoto has stated in many interviews that he didn't put much thought into the game's story. The fairytale archetype of a damsel in distress fit the bill: it was simple to execute and easy for players to grasp. That archetype would become the gold standard for dozens of arcade games that followed, especially in beat-em-ups like Technōs Japan's Double Dragon and Capcom's Final Fight.

	Reducing women to trophies and finish lines is, admittedly, problematic. Without defending Miyamoto or other designers, remember most game designers in the '80s weren't setting out to tell grand stories, nor could they. Technology was limited. Developers were learning as they went along, budgets were shoestring-sized, and time was limited. They needed quick and dirty archetypes, and Donkey Kong made one accessible. 

	To this day, Miyamoto maintains that gameplay must take precedence over every other aspect of game development. He used the archetype because he had neither the resources nor inclination to attempt a loftier narrative. Back in these halcyon days, most games were designed by men, for boys. This is not my attempt to defend the damsel-in-distress archetype or its widespread application; I only want to provide context. Videogame stories have come a long way, and more women are playing and making games—all of which is for the best. 

	Most germane to our discussion, even platformers have grown far beyond simple archetypes. One of my favorites, and one of the most effective in terms of narrative, in 2014's Shovel Knight by Yacht Club Games. Shovel Knight's creators started out with a damsel in distress, only to take a step back, test the trappings of the games they were seeking to emulate—platformers such as Mega Man, Super Mario Bros. 3, and Zelda II: The Adventure of Link—and take their damsel to the next level. Shield Knight ended up framed as Shovel Knight's "partner." She was abducted by a woman, and you rescue her, but the final battle against the evil enchantress can only be completed with Shovel Knight fighting alongside you. (Disclosure: I wrote a book about the making of Shovel Knight for Boss Fight Books.)

	I discussed the damsel-in-distress archetype because it was important to Donkey Kong, and it played a huge part in games to come. I'm glad we've moved past it. Make no mistake, though: its presence does not take away from Donkey Kong's fantastic design, or its influence. It may not be the first platformer, but it's the one that gave designers and players all the tools they needed to take the ball and run (and jump) with it, and remains a phenomenal achievement of the genre's first generation. Maybe its crowning achievement, but that's for you, Mario, and an adventurer named Harry to sort out.

	Score

	Graphics: 3/5. Simple, but effective. Bonus points for cramming four distinct stages into a measly 20 kilobytes of memory.

	Gameplay: 4/5. Responsive, accessible, and addictive. This is what platformers are made of.

	Sound: 5/5. Donkey Kong featured iconic sound effects for every action, from jumping, to bouncing, to Donkey Kong's roaring laughter, to smashing obstacles with a hammer. Background music was used sparingly, but it's as catchy in 2020 as it was in 1981.

	Overall: 4/5. This is as good as it gets for the first generation of platform games, and it's very good indeed.

	 

	Ranking

	With three platformers down, the time has come to hand out gold, silver, and bronze medals. I'll update these standings at the end of every chapter going forward to give you an idea of how I stack these games against each other. This is purely subjective, based entirely on my own experiences with the games. I also can't promise I'll expand this ranking to include every platformer ever made. It may be simpler, and fairer, to rank platformers within the same "generation" of releases. We'll cross that bridge when we come to it.

	Without further ado, here are my rankings as of this entry.

	
		Donkey Kong

		Space Panic

		Crazy Climbers





	
Chapter 4: Jump Bug

	Background

	
		Developer: Alpha Denshi (under contract for Hoei/Coreland)

		Publisher: Sega (Japan), Rock-ola (North America) 

		Released: December 1981

		Debut Platform: Arcade

		Ports: Arcadia 2001, PC-98



	 

	Shmup-Jumper

	I enjoy cooking. Well, okay, that's not entirely true. I enjoy eating the food that other people cook. One of my favorite homemade concoctions my mom made while I was growing up—and that I still request when Mom and I get together to celebrate my birthday—is a medley of eggs, toast, and milk. I call it Egg Cheese Stuff, because I am a creative writer and am great at naming things. It's got the consistency of cream of wheat, and it's delicious. I'd eat Egg Cheese Stuff every day if I could. (And I could, but my doctor would frown on that life choice.)

	Egg Cheese Stuff opened my eyes to the idea of taking two disparate things and pairing them together. Jump Bug holds the honor of being the Egg Cheese Stuff of platformers, if you'll forgive the somewhat clumsy—but delicious—analogy, by squashing together elements of shooters and platform games.

	[image: A screenshot of a computer

Description automatically generated]To understand what makes Jump Bug unique, we need to run through a brief history of the shoot-'em-up, or "shmup." Before early 1981, shmups were clones of Space Invaders. Players controlled a ship and fought waves of aliens against the starry backdrop of space. Your ship appeared to be hurtling through space; in reality, the stars were redrawn over and over, creating the illusion of movement. The backdrop had no bearing on gameplay. Everything vital to winning or losing existed in the foreground: the aliens you were supposed to be shooting, Space Invaders' mountain-like barriers that absorbed laser blasts until they were reduced to rubble, power-ups that changed your attacks or defense and your little spaceship.

	In March of ‘81, venerable coin-op engineer Eugene Jarvis and his design partner Larry DeMar shook up the already-kinda-stale shmup formula with Defender, a shoot-em-up set on an alien planet. There were enemy ships to shoot down, natch, but Defender set itself apart by making that optional. Your primary aim was to rescue, transport, and deposit astronauts to safety. Defender also scrolled left or right depending on your movement, a technical first for the genre. No longer were players constrained to single-screen star fields. Defender let them move left or right at a whim, or come to a standstill. 

	Defender's terrain was simple, drawn from lines and not filled in. Even so, it offered a setting more visually appealing than white pixels against a black backdrop, and a narrative hook rather than the simple but effective “shoot all the things.” One month earlier, Konami had released a groundbreaking shmup of its own.

	Before blockbuster franchises such as Castlevania and Metal Gear, Konami established itself as a maker of frenetic shooters. Scramble was among its first, and its best. Instead of dropping you somewhere in space, Scramble featured discrete environments such as mountains and buildings. The game's terrain was filled in to give it a solid appearance, but instead of giving players control over movement, Scramble harnessed auto-scrolling to scroll smoothly in a set direction. It presented a case where limiting players’ options helped them. With no need to consider which direction to go, players could concentrate on, say, the timing of dropping bombs to hit targets on the ground, and steering their ship to stay out of harm’s way.

	Defender and Scramble are noteworthy for, among other reasons, featuring smooth scrolling years before Super Mario Bros., which, perhaps, made the feature a must-have in virtually every game that followed. Later in 1981, developer Alpha Denshi applied smooth scrolling in Jump Bug—part shmup, part platformer, all a total blast to play.

	 

	Drive and Jump

	Jump Bug is weird in the best way. It's a shmup, but you pilot a springy Volkswagen Bug-like car instead of a spaceship. Instead of traveling through space, you navigate earth-like cities populated with hotels and casinos, caverns made from brick, mountainous terrain dotted with volcanoes, oceans teeming with hostile life forms. Every environment is distinctive and appealing, painted in bursts of color that demarcate each from the others. 

	[image: A picture containing light, traffic

Description automatically generated]The Bug you control is my favorite part of Jump Bug. It bounces every time you hit a surface; I couldn't help picturing it as a VW Bug outfitted with hydraulics, like a mash-up—ah, a theme!—of Volkswagen's classic vehicle and a souped-up lowrider. 

	Colorful environments and your bouncy Bug form the heart of Jump Bug. Every surface you see is a platform. You jump automatically when you touch a safe surface—meaning any pixels not inhabited by aliens or hazardous terrain such as the lava spurting up from a volcano—but holding up on the joystick catapults you even higher.

	Before we go further, the method of performing a jump is my only major complaint about Bug Jump. As a card-carrying member of the NES generation, jumping by any other input other than pressing a button (preferably A, because any other button invites anarchy, and civilization is already holding on by a thread) feels off to me. Admittedly, pushing up on the joystick works okay here because it’s a joystick instead of a d-pad. Rolling my thumb from left or right on a pad to the up position has always felt awkward to me, and it’s too easy to do by accident, which can throw off your rhythm or cost you a life. 

	With no input from the player, the car will bounce just high enough to pose a problem: you may clip an alien, or miss one of the many jewels or bags of money that net you points. Pulling down on the stick moderates your bounce to more of a hop, and that's important. You can’t move forward as the screen auto-scrolls in assorted directions, but that’s a good thing; all you have to do is think about when to boost your jump by pulling up, when to curb it by pulling down, and when to leave your car alone by leaving the stick in its neutral position. 

	As in Scramble, limiting players’ options is a boon rather than a drawback. First, giving players a curated set of inputs and tying them to specific in-game actions makes Jump Bug accessible—much more so than Space Panic, which was deceptively difficult to play. Second, what you do, and when and where you do it, depends on your ability to read the playfield and factor in what’s right in front of you, and what’s coming up. The choices you make affect your score and your odds of survival. Being forced to juggle any other balls would be one decision too many. 

	There's an enormous variety of terrain to navigate in Jump Bug, making this the most diverse platformer I’ve played yet. From cities to caverns and oceans, environments never change, so you can work on creating your preferred path through a level every time you play: along the ground, where bags of money are found in larger quantities but where more aliens roam; over high ground such as rooftops, where you'll find fewer but more valuable money bags; over clouds, many of which are worth bonus points, letting you bounce on them over and over until the auto-scroll forces you to pick where to move next.

	[image: Image]I cannot overstate how fun jumping is in this game. There are stretches relatively free of hazards, inviting you to ping-pong between bonus-cloud platforms to rack up lots of points, or stick to the ground with an eye for what's coming up ahead. Hazards come in a wide variety such as volcanoes, aliens planted on the ground or falling from the sky or flying across the screen or weaving in and out of terrain. Each is a variable designed to challenge your ability to make quick adjustments to your position relative to theirs, accounting for the fact that you cannot slow your forward momentum. The game's one and only button shoots a fireball-like projectile that kills enemies in a single hit, and there are rows of aliens on the ground that can be wiped out with a single shot of your cannon, tearing through them like a rock through wet sheets of paper. One shot, one row of dead aliens. It's as satisfying to behold as it is simple and elegant to perform.

	Every action in Jump Bug is fun, but how they come together to challenge your knowledge of what's coming next and your handling of the Bug’s bounciness makes the game addictive. Each time I played, I told myself I would determine a rhythm and path through each area, and stick to it. Each time I played, I ended up doing something different for no other reason than I felt compelled to indulge my curiosity and test my handling over the car.

	Like my favorite breakfast, Jump Bug is an amalgam of things. Each works well on its own, but blended, they form a symphony I will play for a long time. I tried to think about shmup-platformers but couldn't name any I'd played. I probably have, you understand—platformers have been mixed with every type of game at this point—but none jumped out at me. After playing Jump Bug, I hope I encounter a lot more, and I hope they're even half as great.

	Score

	
		Graphics: 3/5. Colorful and varied, the areas of Jump Bug will keep you on your toes no matter how many times you bounce through them.

		Gameplay: 5/5. Hopping on clouds, lining up elements such as the rate of your descent with the position of a bouncy alien worth lots of points, while avoiding Jokers and eyeing bonus-point clouds—it all comes together so well, and would be almost perfect if not for having to pull up on the joystick to jump. 

		Sound: 1/5. Beeps and bloops occasionally arranged into what passes for tunes.

		Overall: 4/5. I'm only four games deep into my mission to play every platformer, but this is the first one I've played that was both new to me, and that I played as much for my enjoyment as to learn about its place in the genre's history.



	 

	Ranking

	
		Donkey Kong

		Jump Bug

		Space Panic

		Crazy Climbers



	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 5: Pitfall!

	Background

	
		Developer: David Crane / Activision

		Publisher: Activision

		Debut: April 20, 1982

		Platform: Atari 2600/VCS

		Ports: Atari 5200, Atari 8-bit, ColecoVision, MSX, C64, Intellivision, Apple II



	 

	Harry of the Jungle

	Let's start with some numbers. One thousand. Thirty-eight. Sixty-four. Ten. Got that? Now let's unpack them. In no particular order: Activision developer David Crane claimed Pitfall! required 1,000 hours of programming to complete, but he came up with the game after doodling on a notebook for 10 minutes. Pitfall! swung into the top spot on Billboard's sales charts, a position it held for 64 weeks.

	And it only took me 38 years (okay, almost 38 and a half) to play it.

	Actually, I'm almost positive I played Pitfall! before I lost hours to it preparing to write this chapter. Almost positive. I had an Atari 2600 Jr. as a kid, but only a handful of games, most of which I can't remember. Let's see: Donkey Kong Jr., Adventure, Olympic Games… and that's it. No Pitfall!. I played it at a friend's house? Maybe?

	Well, I played it. At some point. And it was my first exposure to David Crane's masterpiece of any substance. And my goodness, reader--Pitfall! is pretty good, huh?

	We'll delve deeper into the circumstances that led Crane to create Pitfall!, but first, I want to explore what grabbed me about this game, and how it moved platformers light years ahead of where they'd been. You play as Pitfall Harry, an explorer who must comb through a jungle spanning 255 screens to recover 32 treasures, and you've only got 20 minutes to nab them all.

	Timers have played a role in platforming games to date, though this is the first time we've seen an explicit representation of time ticking away. Prior to Pitfall!, timers existed largely because platformers originated in arcades, and operators didn't want you standing around when you should be feeding them quarters, thank you very much. Super Mario Bros. was the first platformer I played with a time limit, but the timer in that game resets at the beginning of every stage or new life. The first game I played with a timer that counted down and could not be reset was Prince of Persia on a Macintosh on an end cap at a CompUSA store in Columbus, Ohio. The game gives you one hour to escape a 12-floor dungeon and rescue your beloved.

	I remember thinking 60 minutes to fight every guard, hop over every pit, and solve every puzzle was ridiculous. Pitfall!'s 20-minute time limit makes it look generous because of how many jungle screens you'll potentially go through: 255. Think about that for a second. Pitfall! came out when blockbusters like Donkey Kong comprised four screens. Pitfall! had almost 64 times that amount!
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	There's no asterisk next to that number, but there should be, though a tiny one. Each of Pitfall!'s screens features a green background with a few trees, a sand-colored foreground you must run, jump, and swing across, and a dark tunnel at the bottom where scorpions wait for hapless adventurers. Some screens have tar pits, some have lakes, some have crocodiles, some have rolling logs. All recycle the same elements. You can turn a Monopoly board in several directions, but it's still the same board, just presented differently.

	But that doesn't take away from Pitfall!'s scale. The treasures you must gather are scattered across those screens. Their positions never change, but until you know where they are and the optimal routes to reach them, the similarity from screen to screen doesn't matter. Imagine playing Pitfall! upon release in April 1982. I couldn't have done; I was born a few weeks earlier. But anyone picking up an Atari joystick and taking control of Harry had to have been agog at the immensity and boldness of the world they inhabited.

	Some historians like to credit Pitfall! as the dawn of the horizontal side-scroller. This is one of many cases where gaming jargon falls just shy of the truth. Pitfall! doesn't scroll. You do most left to right or right to left, but the screen instantly redraws when you hit an edge. Still, that's impressive when you consider that prior to this title, every stage of the platformers we've played took place on a single screen, and, as mentioned, rarely went beyond four single-screen stages.

	The tools at Harry's disposal should be familiar to you if you've played any platformer up to this point. (Plus, we're working with Atari's one-button joystick, here.) Steer left or right to move, climb ladders by tilting up or pulling back on the stick, and jump by pressing the single button. Familiar tools, yes, but arguably the most elegant execution to date. Harry's movement is smooth, responsive, and instant. Unlike Jumpman/Mario in Donkey Kong, his jumps feel springy instead of heavy--closer to the style and feel of Mario's jump in 1985's Super Mario Bros.

	Movement is as simple as moving in either direction, and as complex. Reaching the edge of a screen on the surface advances you one screen in the direction you chose. The tunnel, however, functions like a wormhole: You jump ahead three screens for every tunnel edge you pass through. The manual explains this, but this is 2020 so I didn't have an instruction manual handy, and my memory is terrible. Not until I googled and found a PDF of the manual did I realize how the tunnels worked.

	[image: A picture containing drawing, table

Description automatically generated]Advancing on the surface and below ground makes for a fascinating gameplay experience. There's no map, so much like early computer-game players did with the likes of Adventure and Zork, you'll want to grab pen and paper and chart Pitfall!'s screens yourself. You'll also have to realize that there's little chance of finishing this game your first time through, or even your tenth. And you shouldn't feel pressure to do so. Pitfall! wants you to explore, admire its scope, and note the locations of treasures for when you're ready to round them all up as efficiently as possible. I was more than happy to play along.

	In fact, the combination of a tight time limit, treasures to grab, navigating tunnels and surface areas, and the obstacles on each screen open Pitfall! up to several ways to play. Falling into the open jaws of a crocodile, or a lake, or a tar pit will kill you instantly. Touching rolling logs or falling into a pit rather than climbing down via a ladder docks points from your score. In this way, your score functions as health points. The only way to finish the game with a perfect score is to acquire all treasures without taking "damage." This isn't something you'll be able to do right away, if ever, but it imbues the game with a startling amount of replayability. Play for a while to learn the lay of the land; then work your way up to collecting all the treasures; then attempt to complete the game with all treasures and no points lost.

	As you play, you'll discover strategies that move you ever closer to that lofty goal of beating Pitfall! without taking a scratch. For instance, I didn't know you could stand on the skulls of crocodiles without taking damage until I saw someone do it on YouTube. This trick came in handy, since you'll often have to jump across three crocodiles to cross a lake, and it seems impossible unless you know exactly when they'll open and close their jaws, or unless you know precisely where to stand. I also never thought to run to the left instead of the right, an example of my experience with Super Mario Bros. and its ilk coming back to bite me, and that doing so makes escaping rolling logs, which only roll right to left, easier since your momentum never increases or decreases and neither does theirs.

	And I can't believe I've gushed about everything else without gushing about the vine. It's the most simplistic of Harry's tools, but still visceral and fun to use. There are some lakes and pits and so forth you can only cross by swinging. To do this, you must wait for a vine overhead to swing your way, then jump at it. Harry will grab it, let out Tarzan yell popularized by actor Johnny Weissmuller in the classic films--but sounding like a series of beeps, since this is an Atari, after all--and swing across. You must manually release the vine, and there's some skill involved in touching down without running into hazards below such as snakes or logs. A simple mechanic, but fun, and an extension of the personality that positively shines out of every other pixel and byte of code. 

	Pitfall! is incredible. It's a fun game, but it's also the first platformer I've played in this chronological journey that felt more like a world than a series of obstacle courses. It's also one of the few Atari games that, in my experience, hold up to scrutiny today.

	 

	Pitfall! might never have existed if David Crane and several other programmers at Atari had been treated fairly. After pushing for more royalties, higher salaries, and bonuses for months, only to be turned down by management, David Crane and a few others walked out of Atari and founded Activision, the gaming industry's first third-party publisher.

	Third parties didn't exist before then because Atari treated its Video Computers System/2600 console as a black box. Only its developers knew how to program it, which allowed it to control which games got made, in what quantities, and when. Crane and other Atari vets took that knowledge with them when they started Activision, and Pitfall!'s phenomenal gameplay and sharp graphics catapulted it over Atari-developed titles of the time, such as the infamous E.T. cartridge programmed in five weeks by Howard Scott Warshaw.

	Before he thought of Pitfall!'s premise and mechanics, Crane worked out how to render and animate a running man with smooth animations in 1979. He finally found a use for it years later when he designed Pitfall!. Some of the most influential and highly rated platformers that followed borrowed the idea, not the least of which were Nintendo's Super Mario Bros. in 1985 and Jordan Mechner's Prince of Persia in '89. 

	Harry's fluid running was the first of several technical achievements in Pitfall!. Just as notable for critics, fans, and developers alike was that Crane filled every screen with colorful spires that didn't flicker, a notorious occurrence on the 2600 due to the console's crude graphics hardware. He also drew the vines by drawing the console's one-pixel "ball," a single square used by all games in various ways, and fit all 255 screens into only 50 bytes of code.

	All this is to say that Pitfall! is as impressive technically as it is mechanically. It holds up. Play it. Love it.

	Score

	Graphics: 4/5. Repetitive elements aside, Pitfall! was a visual marvel for 1982. Every pixel is part of an easily recognizable form that communicate function to players: swing from vines, avoid snakes and scorpions and crocs, jump over logs. 

	Gameplay: 5/5. From swinging and jumping to figuring out how jungle screens connect to the thrill of picking up the last treasure and relishing in a perfect score, Pitfall! was a pioneer and is still fun today.

	Sound: 3/5. Harry's ululating cry when swinging from vines grates on you quickly, but the soundscape is otherwise unobtrusive and well done.

	Overall: 5/5. Play it. Love it.

	 

	Ranking

	
		Pitfall!!

		Donkey Kong

		Jump Bug

		Space Panic

		Crazy Climbers



	 

	 


Chapter 6: Kangaroo

	Background

	
		Developer: Sun Electronics

		Publisher: Sun Electronics, Atari (distributor)

		Debut: May 1982

		Platform: Arcade

		Home Ports: Atari 8-bit, Atari 2600, Atari 5200



	 

	Jackals

	 

	During my time interviewing Blizzard Entertainment and Blizzard North developers for Stay Awhile and Listen, my books chronicling the history of the two Blizzards with an emphasis on the Diablo franchise, Blizzard North co-founder Max Schaefer said, “If anyone says their game is a 'something killer,' that's good if you're that 'something.' I think Diablo II endures in part because an insane amount of work was put into it, and we made a lot of correct decisions and approached it from a consistent sensibility that the so-called Diablo killers—which to some extent are trying to be Diablo, yet something different—tried to replicate. I don't think that's ever a particularly good way to go about dethroning a game, copying it.”

	The concept of “killers” in the video game industry dates all the way back to Pong. After Atari found success with its table tennis game, other coin-op manufacturers looked at its simple design and thought, We can make a table tennis game. Clones flooded the market. This incensed Atari co-founder Nolan Bushnell, who referred to the makers of these copycats as “jackals.” Despite Pong’s [image: A picture containing object

Description automatically generated]commercial success, Atari was still walking a knife’s edge. Bushnell’s approach was to churn out an endless wave of games featuring new concepts. By the time competitors latched on to one idea and copied it, he reasoned, Atari would already have another game, better and fresher than the last, in arcades.

	In the words of one of the greatest philosophers of all time: “Begun, the Clone Wars have.”

	Admittedly, rip-offs of ping-pong can only go so far: two-on-two matchups; change the background to blue and voila—air hockey instead of table tennis. The Clone Wars ramped up after the mega-success of Space Invaders in 1975. Spaceships shooting aliens in space could be spun off in countless directions: multiple types of enemies with their own attacks and movement patterns, power-ups for the player’s ship, backgrounds other than a black screen dotted with white pixels. 

	Things haven’t changed in the past 45 years: Every time a new hit game emerges, manufacturers race to copy it. Donkey Kong, released in the summer of ’81, was no exception. Nintendo’s masterpiece offered an appealing set of tools and concepts to riff on: single-screen stages featuring unique layouts; jumping as the central mechanic, bolstered by secondary and tertiary abilities such as climbing and power-ups; subtle but appealing narrative elements that made players feel like they were involved in something bigger than competing for spots on high-score tables. 

	Kangaroo was among the first of several games to borrow heavily from Nintendo’s masterpiece, but its developers left room to stretch their legs and expand on many of DK’s ideas.

	 

	Hip-Hop

	Sun Electronics Corporations was founded in April 1971 as—surprise, surprise—a maker and seller of electronics. In 1978, the company expanded into coin-op games. Its first two titles, Block Challenger and Block Perfect, were clones of Atari’s Breakout game. Kangaroo, released in May of ’82, was one of its first breakout (you know I’m punny by now, right?) hits. When Nintendo’s Famicom caught on, Sun Corp. continued to develop and publish games under the name Sunsoft, which would become one of the most beloved labels of the ‘80s and ‘90s.

	Kangaroo unapologetically borrows Donkey Kong as its foundation. Instead of a carpenter who scales construction sites to rescue his lady love, you play a mother kangaroo who’s been separated from her kid. To reunite them, you’ll climb ladders and jump over obstacles. Familiar, right?
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Description automatically generated]Ripping off, or cloning a game may be considered underhanded and lazy by those who created the first game of its type. It’s also attractive for developers looking to make a name for themselves in a crowded market. When you set out to make an original game, you need to think of everything: the game design, the code, the art, the sound. Starting with a tried-and-true premise eliminates a lot of overhead. Once you’ve earned a tidy profit from cloning a game or three, you’ll have the capital to do your own thing.

	However, it’s not enough to clone a game and hope it catches on; countless other developers will take that approach. Your best bet is to sprinkle other ideas into a tested formula. That will make your game familiar to consumers, and attractive in how it differs ever so slightly from its predecessors.

	Before we dig into how Kangaroo separates itself from Donkey Kong, we have got to talk about its cinematic intro, which may be the funniest thing I’ve seen in the history of cinematic intros. We open on a shot of multiple platforms, each with a kid kangaroo standing on the far right. Their mothers start on the far left, and hop toward them. “Mom!” the kids exclaim when their mothers reach them. One mother, our protagonist, doesn’t notice the gaping hole in the middle of the platform, and falls right through it, kicking and flailing as she plummets headfirst to the ground. It looks like something out of a cartoon. It’s hilarious.

	My disturbing lack of empathy aside, Kangaroo’s opening is a clear nod to Nintendo’s understated yet powerful usage of narrative to ground players in its world. A mother setting out to rescue her kid—who can’t get behind that? 

	Like DK, Kangaroo takes place on four stages. Each features a series of platforms set on a single screen, so players can see every bit of terrain they need to traverse. Instead of barrels and fireballs, your enemies are monkeys that climb down the sides of the screen and run toward you hurling apples, and at least one monkey that marches back and forth along the top platform, dropping apples like bombs.

	Here’s where Kangaroo does its own thing and does it well. Monkeys can throw apples at your head, your legs, or your chest. Those apples come at you fast, so you have to think quickly to deal with them. You must jump over apples aimed at your legs or duck apples on a trajectory toward your head. Apples at chest level can’t be avoided by jumping or crouching; instead, you press the game’s single button to punch them.

	Being able to crouch, punch, and jump makes Kangaroo’s titular protagonist our most flexible hero (technically heroine) yet. Consider Space Panic, the first platforming game. You couldn’t jump, but you could dig holes to trap the aliens chasing you, but you had to fill those holes in to finish them, or if you needed to get to the other side of a hole, since there was no jump action. While you were digging and filling, you had to quickly absorb the layout of the platforms and ladders granting access to those platforms, and monitor enemy movement. All these elements crashed headlong into one another, making gameplay dense and frustrating.

	Kangaroo is the exact opposite. After punching, ducking under, or hopping over an apple, the threat has passed. There’s an ape on each stage that tries to steal your boxing glove, leaving you unable to punch, but you deal with him by punching him in his mouth and sending him flying off one side of the screen and onto the other. It’s very satisfying. 

	Best of all, the movement or button press required to neutralize or avoid obstacles is intuitive. Pull up on the joystick to jump, pull down to crouch, or press the game’s one and only button to throw a punch. That’s where Space Panic failed. On paper, defeating aliens by digging holes seems simple. It’s anything but. I wish Kangaroo had a jump button instead of pushing up on the joystick which I maintain is awkward. But that is a subjective complaint. (Playing Kangaroo on an emulator nullifies this issue by letting you assign “jump” to the button of your choice. I used the default controls so I could play the game as close to how it was intended as possible. Now that this review is finished, I plan to remap the button.) 

	Kangaroo’s mechanical accessibility does not always apply to other aspects of its design. Your objective on all four stages is to scale platforms and deal with or avoid obstacles to reach your kid, who, like DK’s Pauline, usually waits near the top (although not always, something we’ll explore in a moment). In some of these stages, platforms are arranged like a staircase, and most times your kangaroo jumps higher than the height of the second “step” in the arrangement. You would think you could skip hopping atop the lowest platform first. Not so. 

	[image: A picture containing object

Description automatically generated]Kangaroo’s collision detection is fussy. It will not register your avatar as standing on the platform, even if it’s below the maximum height of your jump, unless you first jump onto the first platform in the arrangement. To further our staircase analogy, you can’t skip steps. Jump on the first, then the second, and so on. This may not seem like a big deal, but stages can get hectic with monkeys climbing up and down, flinging apples in all directions. Seeing your kangaroo jump well over the top of a platform that the game will not allow you to land because you’re not tackling its terrain in the order it expects feels like an arbitrary decision.

	The hectic nature of stages can work against you. Without getting too technical, every piece of hardware has certain rules about how many objects can be displayed on a screen at once. Hardware can draw a certain number of objects per scan line. Programmers can pump out more pixels than the maximum, but doing so causes images to flicker, and can even cause slowdown. Sun Corp.’s engineers apparently ignored the rules about accommodating only X pixels per scan line on a display. Kangaroo doesn’t slow down, but stages two through four teem with sprites, leading to rampant flickering that can distract from the action.

	Aside from technical quirks, Kangaroo’s stages exhibit a fun variety of layouts and challenges that attempt to break away from Donkey Kong’s “reach the top to win a stage” goal. Your aim on every stage is to reach your kiddo, but the third stage breaks convention by placing the kid in a cage near the center. The cage is held aloft by a column of monkeys, each standing on the other’s shoulders. To reach it, you first must punch the lower monkeys out of position. Knocking away a monkey lowers the cage. Once it’s aligned with the closest platform, you must quickly find your way to the cage.

	The rub is that you have to act fast before other monkeys rush to the column and raise the cage out of reach. Act too fast, and you might knock out too many monkeys, lowering the cage to the bottom of the screen. Another option is to knock away enough monkeys to bring the cage equal to the platform you have to jump from to reach it, but this is riskier. Like Donkey Kong, [image: A picture containing indoor, light

Description automatically generated]Kangaroo severely punishes falling. Dropping onto a platform even one half an inch below your position results in a death. Platforms must be even or higher than your position to scale them. Should you get carried away punching and let the cage fall too low, you must wait for monkeys to raise it back up. That’s dangerous, because more time spent on the level means greater odds to get clocked by apples or pugilist apes.

	Hanging around stages longer than is necessary can be rewarding. You earn points for punching monkeys and apples, and for collecting fruit hanging over platforms. Each stage has a bell that you can ring to repopulate it with new fruits worth even more points. In that way, the game gives you a choice. You can either hang around collecting fruit and dispatching enemies or earn bonus points for completing a stage as fast as possible. 

	Perhaps the most bizarre aspect of Kangaroo is its soundtrack. Instead of unique tunes that lend themselves to furthering the game’s identity, the soundtrack comprises generic folk music. It’s fine, but feels rote, as if someone at Sun Corp. said, “Well, we need music, I guess,” and figured out how to code Westminster Quarters (most often heard in the real world when a clock chimes on each quarter-hour) and “Oh! Susanna,” which plays when you complete a stage. 

	Although Kangaroo isn’t as polished as DK, it’s more robust in some ways. Its strengths offset my frustrations with it, especially with how Nintendo influenced platformers before Super Mario Bros. came along and became the golden template forevermore. 

	 

	Score

	
		Graphics: 3/5. Colorful and varied, but flickering and other glitches mar the experience.

		Gameplay: 4/5. From towers of monkeys and diverse arrangements of platforms to the quick thinking needed to react to obstacles, Kangaroo will keep you hopping. “Up” to jump, though? Miss me with that, Sun Corp.

		Sound: 3/5. The soundtrack is a generic mix of folk songs, which is good for variety’s sake, but doesn’t do much to give Kangaroo an identity of its own. 

		Overall: 3/5. Kangaroo is a solid platformer—too solid at times. Its rigidity in navigating terrain conflicts with the flexibility it gives you in other areas. It’s fun, but some players may prefer DK due to its all-around polished execution. 



	 

	Ranking

	
		Pitfall!

		Donkey Kong

		Kangaroo

		Jump Bug

		Space Panic

		Crazy Climbers



	 

	 


Chapter 7: Canyon Climber

	Background

	
		Developer: Steve Bjork and James Garon

		Publisher: Datasoft

		Debut: 1982

		Platform: TRS-80 (Model-I)

		Ports: Apple II, Atari 8-bit PC, PC-6001



	 

	Author's Note: All screenshots come from the Atari 8-bit PC version of the game. You can play it online for free at https://archive.org/details/a8b_Canyon_Climber_1982_Datasoft_US

	 

	Trash ‘70s

	So far, our trek through the primordial ooze of platform games has taken us through arcades, considered dens of iniquity by parents and educators in the early 1980s. A different gaming technology, the personal computer, had emerged a few years earlier. Parents were less fussed over their kids whiling away time on the computer, and that came down to marketing.

	Manufacturers billed computers as productivity machines. Filling out spreadsheets, balancing your checkbook, writing memos and reports--these and other constructive tasks were the raison d’être for the PC. But not everyone could afford a computer. Just because computers had shrunk from gymnasium-consuming behemoths to desktop-sized boxes didn't mean most families could afford them. 

	Then there was the problem of accessibility. The earliest PCs were sold as do-it-yourself kits composed of circuit boards and wires. We were still far out from the days when one could pop into an electronics store, buy a computer off the shelf, take it home, and plug and play. The dawn of readymade computers occurred in 1977, with the holy "Trinity" of PCs.

	Venerable publication Byte magazine christened the Apple II, Commodore PET, and TRS-80 Model I the "Trinity" of personal computing, and with good cause. All three arrived in stores in '77. All three came in pre-built forms, though you could purchase kits if you were savvy enough to piece them together yourself. Most importantly for consumers, all three were relatively affordable.

	[image: Image]The Commodore PET, short for Personal Electronic Transactor, debuted in January '77, designating it the leader of the Trinity. For only $795, customers got a 1-megahertz (MHz) processor, between 4 and 96 kilobytes (K) of memory, and a cassette tape deck for storage. Another crucial inclusion was Commodore BASIC 1.0, a programming language one could use to write one's own software. This was important because PC software was not available in stores right away. If you wanted to play a game or balance your checkbook, you needed to write the code to accomplish those ends yourself.

	Apple delivered the Apple II that June. The priciest of the Trinity, it ran $1,298 (or $5,476 in 2019 dollars) but included 4K of RAM and a processor that clocked just over 1 MHz. What made the Apple II special was the empty bays, or ports, under its hood. Apple co-founder Steve Wozniak was a hacker at heart. He predicted that savvy users would want to expand the capabilities of their Apple II over time, so he fitted the motherboard with slots where users could install extra peripherals such as cards to connect printers and modems, and additional RAM to run more demanding software.

	Bringing up the rear was the TRS-80, retroactively named the TRS-80 Model I after its maker, Tandy RadioShack, released upgraded models to keep up with Commodore and Apple. The comparatively low price of $599 got you a 1.774 MHz processor and 4K of RAM. 

	A discussion of the early history of PCs applies to our examination of platformers. Arcade games were more advanced: better graphics, better audio, better controls. That's great, but few people could afford to pay thousands of dollars for an arcade cabinet that only played a single game, and fewer had the technical skill to crack open the cabinet and swap out the circuits that contained game code if they wanted to play something else.

	Though none of the "Trinity" were billed as gaming devices, they could be; all one needed was a bit of cash, the patience to learn a programming language, and an idea for a game--or, better yet, a proven idea that one could replicate. Although the Apple II became the most successful of the Trinity, the TRS-80 got a head start because of its price. By 1980, RadioShack had sold more computers than Apple and Commodore by a large margin. Many game developers such as Broderbund co-founder Doug Carlston got their start writing games on the TRS, which could only be found in RadioShack outlets. (Author's Note: Readers interested in more about the Trinity, and about the Apple II specifically, may find my book, Break Out: How the Apple II Launched the PC Gaming Revolution, published in hardcover by Schiffer Publishing in 2017, an entertaining read.)

	The TRS-80's lower cost of entry came at a price. RadioShack outfitted the computer with an Expansion Interface so users could connect more hardware, but the material was shoddy. This led to adopters (somewhat affectionately) referring to the computer as the "Trash-80." But it was a starting point, and an affordable one, for developers such as Tim Ferris, who became known for creating Canyon Climber, the first platformer native to a personal computer.

	 

	Baby's First Platformer

	Released in 1982, Canyon Climber is notable for being the first platform game developed for a home system at the outset, rather than ported from an arcade title. Speaking of arcades, Ferris wears his inspiration from Donkey Kong on his sleeve. Canyon Climber takes place on three separate, single-screen stages, each with unique obstacles. You play a climber intent on scaling the Grand Canyon, or in design terms, reaching the top of all three stages by running, jumping, and climbing. 

	That Ferris cribbed from Donkey Kong makes perfect sense. Remember, these were the early days of game development. It was easier to copy a game someone else had already made to learn how to write code than it was to juggle the demanding tasks of learning a new language and devising a brand-new, fun design. There is a pitfall to copying a great game, though.

	In my review of Kangaroo, I included a quote from Diablo co-creator Max Schaefer that said clones of popular games often pay attention to the wrong details of the game their creators are copying. Diablo clones, or action-RPGs, focus on loot and skill systems, but the beating heart of Diablo is the feedback from and simplicity of its click-driven interface. If Diablo had not been easy to pick up, and satisfying to interact with, few players would have bothered playing long enough to reach the game's later levels where the best loot is found.

	Tim Ferris's Canyon Climber borrowed running, jumping, and climbing from Donkey Kong, but it missed subtle details and systems that made Nintendo's platformer the gold standard at this point in the genre's history. The game takes place on three distinct, single-screen stages. The first, called the Crevasse, features five platforms connected by ladders, each with a bridge that must be detonated for… reasons. The second, Indian Hills, takes place on another set of platforms strung together by ladders, with "Indians" (the very-non-politically-correct term used in the game manual) who shoot arrows at you as you traverse their platforms. Finally, Eagle Cliffs asks you to run and jump to the top of the stage while rocks dropped by eagles who have nothing better to do than make your ascent miserable.

	[image: A picture containing screenshot

Description automatically generated]In the Crevasse, you must set dynamite to both sides of each bridge and then press the plunger at the top to blow them up. You set the dynamite by running over each end of the bridge. Simple enough, right? Except there are goats running back and forth across each platform, and they have a nasty habit of changing directions at random. I would often wait for a goat to draw near and then jump over it, only for it to turn and charge into my back, costing me a life. A similar problem afflicts stage three, the Crevasse. Eagles fly overhead and drop rocks, but there's no pattern to when those rocks fall.

	Neither behavior seemed deliberate. Sometimes goats would turn around and chase me after I'd leaped over them. Most of the times they ran on. Sometimes rocks would fall right in front of me, or behind me, or directly above me. Both behaviors seem to be determined by random-number generation. These arbitrary shifts don't happen often enough to ruin my enjoyment of the stages in which they occur, but that doesn't make them less frustrating.

	The larger issue here is that Canyon Climber is simple. The Native Americans on stage two stand in the same places and fire arrows at the same rate. All you have to do is run at them and jump over arrows until you reach the ladder to the next platform. Climb up, rinse and repeat until you reach the top of the stage. You can pick up shields to deflect arrows for a limited time, but you can't jump or climb while holding a shield, so you're left standing around waiting for their protection to wear off so you can keep playing. Really, shields aren't worth the singular benefit they provide. Arrows fly toward you at the same rate, and lose altitude as they travel, so you're better off jumping over them and ignoring the shields. 

	As for the random nature of the goats' charge and placing falling rocks, there's little you can do about either of them. If a goat turns around and gores you from behind, well, that's that. Rocks are easier to handle; just wait until the path ahead is clear and time your jumps over gaps. 

	Even factoring in randomness, you should complete Canyon Climber in five to 10 minutes your first time through. Beating the game sends you back to the first stage to do it all over again. The game doesn't seem to raise its difficulty level on repeat cycles, so there's no reason to play the game more than once. In fact, there's just not much to Canyon Climber that makes it memorable.

	That's not entirely a bad thing. Canyon Climber could be viewed as a fun if overly simple introduction to platform games for younger players. Also, it's worth keeping in mind that Ferris and every other game developer were new to making games at this period of the industry. Games database mobygames.com lists Canyon Climber as Ferris's first published title. Perhaps he made the best game he was capable of at that point in his learning. Look, creating is hard work. Ferris deserves praise because Canyon Climber exists at all. 

	[image: A close up of a map

Description automatically generated]However, treating Canyon Climber as the "See Spot Run" of platformers is a weak defense. Donkey Kong starts off easy and is a much better game. That difficulty scales with each stage and on repeat playthroughs. It also doesn't introduce much if any randomness to throw artificial difficulty at you. The barrels rolling down the slanted ramps of stage one never abruptly change directions. Just watch them and either climb a ladder out of their path, or time your jump over them. 

	That's one of the masterful subtleties of the game's design. Donkey Kong works for myriad reasons; among them is the surge of satisfaction that hits you after you pull off any maneuver. It could be as uncomplicated as hopping over a single barrel, or as involved as completing a stage by the skin of Mario's teeth. The game rewards you for pulling off feats great and small by instilling you with pride in and excitement for your skill. To have a barrel or fireball randomly change directions and roll over you, or to have the big Kong himself rain obstacles down in an arbitrary fashion, would suck the thrill out of your victories.

	Then there's DK's masterful scalability. Each stage introduces new challenges--slight changes in paths to give players more choice in how they make their way up to Pauline, new mechanics such as lifts and rivets that must be removed, creating gaps that strand enemies on one side of a platform but create another hazard for players to manage--but keep the fundamental lessons taught in the first stage. When you're starting out with the game, you want to play every stage over and over because there's always something new to learn or try. When you come back to the game as a veteran, you want to survive longer than you did the previous time, perfecting your skills and setting new personal records (or attempting to shatter someone else's, as seen in the popular gaming documentary The King of Kong).

	Canyon Climber is not a poor game. Far from it. Personal computing and affordability of the TRS-80 gave Tim Ferris and other aspiring creators the means to make games on their own terms. That's huge. And in fairness, while Atari's landmark VCS/2600 console was making its way into homes the same year as the "Trinity" debuted, most of its first wave of games were as facile and crude as Canyon Climber. All that aside, even neophytes will crave more than Canyon Climber offers.

	Score

	Graphics: 2/5. Blocky stick figures like something from the Atari VCS, but colorful, and you can tell what each object is supposed to be.

	Gameplay: 2/5. When accessibility goes too far, you get games like Canyon Climber. The randomness of certain hazards is aggravating, but it does break up the tedium of playing.

	Sound: 2/5. Remixes of classical music that sound how that music should sound, given the hardware limitations of the day. Adds or detracts nothing from the experience.

	Overall: 2/5. A decent introduction to platforming, but not worth more than a single playthrough.

	 

	Ranking

	
		Pitfall!

		Donkey Kong

		Kangaroo

		Jump Bug

		Space Panic

		Canyon Climber

		Crazy Climbers



	 

	 


Chapter 8: Donkey Kong Junior 

	Background

	
		Developer: Nintendo R&D1, Iwasaki Engineering

		Publisher: Nintendo

		Debut: Aug 1982 (JP)

		Platform: Arcade

		Home Ports: NES, Famicom and Famicom Disk System, Atari 2600/7800/8-bit PCs, ColecoVision/Adam, Intellivision, BBC Micro, Virtual Console, and probably 10,000 others I'm forgetting



	 

	Highs and Lows

	From the outside looking in, Nintendo often seems to have no idea what it's doing. From sticking with cartridges on the N64 instead of switching to the (admittedly easier to pirate) CD-ROM format, to the bumbling transition from Wii to Wii U, to everything about the Virtual Boy, to its reliance on Friend Codes for online play on the Switch, the "Big N" has plenty of misses. We forgive it, though, because its hits are home runs.

	There's another reason I and countless other Nintendo diehards give it a pass: More than most other video game publishers, developers, and hardware manufacturers, Nintendo has shown a willingness, even an eagerness, to experiment. Look no further than Donkey Kong Junior, a follow-up to its seminal Donkey Kong game.

	Donkey Kong Junior could have been an easy cash-in. Build four or more stages for Mario--then Jumpman--to run and jump around in, have Donkey Kong kidnap poor Pauline again, and watch the quarters flow. Instead, upstart designer Shigeru Miyamoto turned almost everything about his breakout classic on its head. For starters, Mario is the villain, and he's dastardly.

	(Shigeru Miyamoto famously classified Mario and friends as actors able to play the wide variety of roles in which he casts them. I like that analogy, but could you imagine Mario being the big bad today? It would never happen. Of course, I'm writing this in 2020, the Year of Ugly and Awful Things, so a monkey's paw lying forgotten in one of Miyamoto's desk drawers probably just curled. Sorry in advance.)

	[image: Image]The game begins with a cutscene showing two Marios trapping Donkey Kong in a cage and carrying him off, ostensibly to transport him back to the zoo so he'll stop wrecking construction sites and kidnapping women. (Some fans speculate that the second Mario may have served as the inspiration for Luigi, who made his debut in a game we'll discuss soon.) That leaves Donkey Kong Junior, the big ape's diapered kiddo, to save his papa.

	Donkey Kong Junior comprises four stages, but with major changes to Donkey Kong's critically and commercially successful formula. You'll do some running and jumping as Junior, and I'll get to why that's the weakest part of the game soon. Kiddie Kong distinguishes himself from his dad by going back to the platforming genre's roots: Climbing.

	We know from the genre's earliest games that climbing went hand in hand with running; jumping didn't arrive on the scene until later. Donkey Kong Junior's stages resemble jungles more than construction sites, with vines hanging from treetops and other platforms Junior can use to reach Mario, who holds DK prisoner at the top of each board. Junior can shimmy up one vine at a time, or stretch to grab an adjacent vine and shoot upward and double speed. Climbing down also comes in two flavors: grab two vines and descend at the same speed, or stick to one and slide down twice as fast.

	This variety in climbing speeds feeds into Donkey Kong Junior's more puzzle-oriented composition. Mario climbed ladders in the first game, but spent most of his time jumping over barrels, fireballs, and pits. In Donkey Kong Junior, you climb, descend, and move across vines while avoiding enemies: some that climb up and down to get at you, others that fly at varying altitudes while dropping eggs. You'll spend most of your time clutching a vine or two and scooting up, down, and from side to side to avoid obstacles while making your way across screens to areas that lead to the top of the screen and the passage to the next stage.

	[image: A picture containing clock

Description automatically generated]Figuring out the safest route to the top is the highlight of Donkey Kong Junior. While the first game centered on execution--run and jump your way to the top--this follow-up wants you to plan and then execute. No plan survives the battlefield: You can stand around observing the birds on stage two as long as you need, learning when and where they'll descend, and how often they'll drop eggs. Nintendo also evolved fruit from items worth a few extra points into weapons. Touching a fruit earns you points and causes it to drop. Time your movements well, and you can drop fruit on enemies, buying yourself a temporary reprieve before Mario unleashes a new minion to take its place.

	DK Junior on Atari 2600, the first version I played. Weep for me.

	Inevitably, you'll find yourself in the thick of vines, frantically moving from one to the other and climbing and descending to dodge them as you inch your way to the right and, finally, up to the platform where Mario awaits. The game shines at this junction: You've finally reached the top and are as proud of the way you devised to get there as you are of executing your plan and adapting to the chaos that awaits at the top of most stages.

	The less time you spend with your feet on the ground, the better. Platforming is the weakest part of Donkey Kong Junior. Fortunately, three of the four stages favor climbing, but the third is heavy on running and jumping, which combines with a franticness to enemy population and movement patterns that prove too much to handle. But there's more wrong with the platforming than The game's namesake moves stiffly, just like Mario in the previous game, but that's more detrimental here, and I needed time to understand why. The answer, as games historian and Nintendo expert Jeremy Parish reveals in episode 20 of his "NES Works" series documenting the chronological release of NES games, lies in sprite proportions.

	In short, Junior is wider than Mario. As he should be. He's an ape, and Nintendo gave him an aptly stooped posture as he stands and walks. His dimensions are problematic, however, because they make judging distance difficult. Junior's width and reach often fools you into thinking he can clear a gap when he can't, or that a vine is in reach when it isn't. It's a problem so subtle that most players might not put their finger on why the game feels slightly off. I couldn't, and I've been playing platforms since my single-digit years.

	The game suffers from a few smaller issues that add up to a larger problem. Namely, Donkey Kong Junior spans only four stages. Once you finish them, you cycle through them again and again until you run out of quarters or interest. (Seeing Mario die by falling from the top of the last stage to the ground with a halo above his head is a shock the first time it happens, though.)

	Climbing, while the game's greatest strength, is a tad cumbersome. You've got to tap the joystick--or your d-pad, depending on how you play--to move not just from vine to vine, but to stretch out and grip an adjacent vine so Junior can climb or descend two at once. I'm not audacious enough to suggest a better method, but sometimes you'll know what you need to do but won't have the reflexes or wrist power to tap-tap-tap your way across vines to pull it off.

	Donkey Kong Junior the Wii U of Nintendo's early platformers. Hey, I loved my Wii U! I'd put its first-party lineup against those of the Xbox One and PS4 any day of the week. It differed from the Wii… kind of. Not different enough. Same deal with Donkey Kong Junior. Its highs, namely figuring out what to do and pulling it off, are higher than Nintendo's and Shigeru Miyamoto's first success, but it lacks the freshness and easy-to-pick-up gameplay of its monolithic predecessor.

	One More Thing

	I'm a historian by nature, so I can't move on from Donkey Kong Junior without putting the game into a historical context. In short, Junior was almost as litigious as the first game, in which Nintendo became embroiled in a lawsuit filed by Universal Studios claiming Nintendo had ripped off the movie studio's King Kong character and concept.

	The legal scuffle around Donkey Kong Junior isn't nearly as well known, probably because Nintendo would prefer to keep it buried. Through the '70s and '80s, a Japanese company called Ikegami Tsushinki manufactured arcade games for Nintendo. Ikegami and Nintendo signed an eight-game contract. Per the agreement, Ikegami would develop and manufacture arcade games, and Nintendo could pass them off as its own creations. The first title Ikegami's engineers made was Radar Scope, which took off in Japan but flopped in the United States. Left with a warehouse full of unsold hardware, Nintendo president Hiroshi Yamauchi ordered Nintendo of America president (and Yamauchi's son-in-law) Minoru Arakawa to come up with a new game to use all those cabinets and monitors.

	From here, Nintendo's history diverges from actual history, as it often does. Nintendo touts Shigeru Miyamoto as the brain behind Donkey Kong, and that's true. He designed its characters, artwork, and gameplay, but he didn't program it. The onus for that fell on Ikegami, since it had the tech and knowhow to write games. Six of Ikegami's engineers--credited under the names Komonora, Iinuma Minoru, Nishida Mitsuhiro, Murata Yasuhiro, Shigeru Kudo and Kenzo Sekiguchi--followed Miyamoto's design and got the job done, and Ikegami sold Nintendo between 8,000 and 20,000 PCBs, the circuit board that plugs into arcade cabinets.

	Back in the '80s, before publishers and developers publicized the programmers, artists, designers, and musicians behind their game, programmers had the habit of leaving signatures in the games they made. A secret room in Adventure for the Atari 2600 in which the sole programmer arranged colored blocks to spell out his name may be the most famous. Ikegami's engineers would engrave their names in the tile sets of some games, or leave a text message. In Donkey Kong, they wrote CONGRATULATION !IF YOU ANALYSE DIFFICULT THIS PROGRAM,WE WOULD TEACH YOU.*****TEL.TOKYO-JAPAN 044(244)2151 EXTENTION 304 SYSTEM DESIGN IKEGAMI CO. LIM.

	Nintendo made 80,000 copies of Donkey Kong's PCB without permission, likely to meet overwhelming demand for the game in Japan and the US. Here's where the story gets slippery. Donkey Kong was not part of the contract between Nintendo and Ikegami. I'm not exactly sure why, but my guess is because the game originated from Radar Scope. Whatever the reason, it slipped through the cracks, and because it wasn't explicitly named in that contract, Ikegami kept the game's source code. That's why Nintendo cloned the PCB board: Its developers had no other way to access the code that made Donkey Kong tick.

	Donkey Kong's success moved Nintendo to call for a sequel. The problem was, it had no way to make such a game in-house. Then and now, sequels often involved taking the first game's source code and repurposing it--adding new systems, new artwork, and so on--into a "new game." Think Zelda: Majora's Mask and every Call of Duty after 2007's Call of Duty 4: Modern Warfare (Ha, ha! Just kidding! Mostly.) Rather than ask Ikegami to fulfill another game in its contract, Nintendo hired a contractor by the name of Hiroji Iwasaki to reverse-engineer Donkey Kong and work it into a follow-up. Shigeru Miyamoto crafted the game's design and got help from in-house artist and future Metroid co-creator Yoshio Sakamoto to finish up the artwork.

	This process grants Donkey Kong Junior two distinctions: it was the first game made entirely in-house at Nintendo; and yet not entirely in-house, since Nintendo blatantly and unabashedly ripped off Ikegami's code to make it. Ikegami was less than pleased by this, as you'd expect, and sued Nintendo in 1983 for copyright infringement to the tune of 580,000,000 yen. Ikegami's basis for the lawsuit was that it owned the code for Donkey Kong, and yes, it totally did. The legal brawl lasted until 1990, when the companies settled out of court. No one knows the terms of the settlement, but another trial that same year concluded that Nintendo did not own the code for Donkey Kong.

	Ikegami is still around as a manufacturer from equipment used in professional settings such as broadcast cameras and TV monitors. Its executives talk little about the company's work with Nintendo during those troubling early years. Perhaps because they would rather focus on more modern success stories, and/or because the terms of the settlement forbid it. Either way, Ikegami has unbreakable ties to Nintendo's success, and to that of the platformer.

	Score

	Graphics: 4/5. Colorful and more varied than Donkey Kong's. The technology (or lack thereof) of the day worked in the game's favor: Platforms and vines stand out against the plain black backdrop, so there's never any confusion over where you should go or what you can climb.

	Gameplay: 3/5. The puzzle-focused design sets Donkey Kong Junior apart from big daddy, but there are only four stages and the controls make navigating them less fun than figuring out how to navigate them.

	Sound: 3/5. A few tunes and good effects such as the thunder-like boom of Junior landing on platforms. Nothing memorable aside from that, but all sounds serve the gameplay, and I'm all about that.

	Overall: 3/5. Inventive but ultimately falls flat. If the controls were tighter, I'd probably prefer this over Donkey Kong.

	 

	Ranking

	
		Pitfall!

		Donkey Kong

		Kangaroo

		Donkey Kong Junior

		Jump Bug

		Space Panic

		Canyon Climber

		Crazy Climbers



	 

	 

	 


Chapter 9: Smurf: Rescue in Gargamel's Castle

	Background

	
		Developer: Coleco Industries, Inc.

		Publisher: Coleco Industries, Inc.

		Debut: September 1982

		Platform: ColecoVision

		Ports: Atari 2600/VCS



	 

	La, La, La-La-La-LAAAAAAAAAAAAAA
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Description automatically generated]Let's address the blue-and-white elephant in the room. I don't like the Smurfs. I hated them when my younger siblings forced me to sit through them when we were kids (younger siblings had Mom and Dad wrapped around their collective finger), and they haven't grown on me since.

	Smurf on ColecoVision.

	Why? If reading this section's subtitle hasn't unleashed the sharp-toothed earworm that is the insufferable Smurfs theme song into your brain to burrow and chew its way through any semblance of sanity you're clinging to, then hopefully it will soon.

	Okay, look. I'm sorry. It's just that misery loves company, and Smurf: Rescue in Gargamel's Castle didn't exactly warm my frozen heart to the critters' plight.

	Smurf isn't a bad game. Like Canyon Climber, it's a platformer on training wheels and clearly aimed at children. Honestly, though, I don't see how any kid could play this and have fun. It's so simple, especially and unexpectedly on the ColecoVision, that little Jane or Joe would get maybe 10 to 15 minutes of enjoyment out of it before searching out something more challenging. Like Canyon Climber.

	Smurf's premise is simple. You're a Smurf (or just "Smurf," which is a bizarre title; why wouldn't it be plural? I am really overthinking this game), and you have to rescue Smurfette from the castle of the evil wizard Gargamel. Nice and straightforward. I like it. Only once you save little 'fette, you start over in a New Game Plus-style mode with different screens and obstacles. Save her again, and you restart again. Over and over.

	That wouldn't be so bad, really. I'm a big fan of New Game Plus modes. They usually bump up a game's difficulty to pose a worthy challenge to the skill set I've honed from previous playthroughs. And Smurf has nowhere to go but up in terms of challenge.
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Description automatically generated]Every screen contains one, two, maybe three obstacles. You clear them by jumping. Starting off at your house, your first obstacle will always be a picket fence. Hope over it and touch the edge of the screen, and you'll come to the next stretch of forest, plains, caverns, or castle. Plains are rarely flat; there's usually at least one small hill for you to jump. So, jump up onto the hill, and proceed to the right.

	Smurf proceeds this way on ColecoVision for five, maybe six game cycles, before introducing an enemy, typically a bat that flies in from the right side of the screen and swoops toward you before evening out and continuing in a straight line. Or maybe it's a bird? Either way, crouch to avoid it, or jump over it, and keep walking. And that's really it. You can choose from one of four difficulty levels on ColecoVision, but none of them are especially challenging, and they don't seem meant to be, really.

	Smurf on Atari VCS/2600.

	The only other danger to be aware of is heights, and I mean any height above the ground. Walk off an incline, which seem no taller than an above-average-sized curb in real life, and you'll die. You have to jump onto the ground. Stationary objects also pose a threat. Walk into one of those oversized curbs disguised as a small hill, and you'll die. Walk into a fence, or mistime your jump to land on it instead of on the opposite side, and you'll die.

	I'll give credit where credit is due: Smurf teaches you its mechanics with tutorial. Not that it deserves much praise for this, since tutorials overflowing with text instructions weren't in vogue yet, thankfully. But this "challenge" speaks to Smurf's target demo. The game takes too long to throw so much as a single enemy at you.

	Not so on the Atari 2600. A snake slithers across a stream on the first cycle, so that's two--two!--obstacles to avoid. On the same screen! And the snake can slither across the water because this is the Jesus Christ of snakes! Ahh!

	All (most) joking aside, the 2600 port of Smurf is much more engaging, but nowhere near as pretty. The graphics on ColecoVision are fantastic, featuring storybook backgrounds that almost-but-not-quite look like they could have been lifted from the Smurfs cartoon. On Atari, you've got blocks, blocks, and more blocks. Those blocks are tolerable enough, but you jump by tilting up on the joystick. It's as if Coleco saw that single red button on the 2600's joystick and thought, Buttons? Nobody wants to press buttons. Tilting joysticks is all the rage!

	Smurf deserves more praise after the bruising I've given it, and that praise is deserved. Although each screen is fixed, reaching the edge scrolls the next screen into view. This was novel for the time, and strengthened the game's sense of place by connecting forests, streams, and other areas. Sometimes those connections are tenuous--a forest may transition to a castle with no interstitial terrain to bring them together--but on ColecoVision, at least, Smurf is a moderate looker.

	Again: Smurf isn't bad. It's just dull and oddly punitive about stationary objects and the smallest drops. If rental stores carried video games back in 1982, Smurf would warrant a rental for your kid brother or sister. Once they reach the age of five, give them Donkey Kong and lead them to Pitfall! from there.

	Score

	Graphics: 4/5 (ColecoVision), 2/5 (Atari 2600). Reminiscent of the cartoon on ColecoVision, but an explosion of solid-color blocks on Atari. 

	Gameplay: 2/5. Way too easy on ColecoVision. More challenging on Atari, but up to jump? Up to jump?! We're trying to live in a society, here, Coleco.

	Sound: 1/5. Hardly worth a mention. 

	Overall: 2/5. Smurf is barely worth a curiosity download. There were much better platformers to play in 1982. 

	 

	Ranking

	
		Pitfall!

		Donkey Kong

		Kangaroo

		Donkey Kong Junior

		Jump Bug

		Space Panic

		Smurf: Rescue in Gargamel's Castle

		Canyon Climber

		Crazy Climbers



	 

	 


Chapter 10: Ponpoko

	Background

	
		Developer: Sigma Enterprises

		Publisher: Sigma Enterprises (JP), Venture Line (NA)

		Debut: Nov 1982 (JP)

		Platform: Arcade

		Home Ports: N/A



	 

	Tacky

	Ponpoko marks a rare occurrence in these reviews. It's the first platformer I've played in the genre's chronology that originated in arcades and never made its way to home systems. If you want to play it from the comfort of your living room or desk, you must download MAME or another arcade emulator (are there others? I honestly have no idea).
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Description automatically generated]It's also significant for me as the second video game property to feature a tanuki, the first in my experience being Super Mario Bros. 3. My love for Japan's raccoon-dog hybrid dates back to 1989 when my grandparents bought me SMB 3 for Christmas and I first witnessed Mario and Luigi donning a tanuki suit, which let them fly--same as the leaf power-up--and transform into a stone statue that rendered them invincible for a few seconds. You could also bop baddies with your tail. That statue bit seems incongruous unless you understand the lore of the bake-danuki, a breed of tanuki chronicled in Japanese folklore and immortalized as stone statues found throughout Japan.

	Another fun fact: Ponpoko is an onomatopoeia for the sound a tanuki makes! What's not to love about tanuki?!

	Anyway. Ponpoko, named after its titular tanuki player-character, isn't as multifaceted as Mario's suit, but you still do all the things you'd expect a platformer to allow by this stage of the genre's evolution. You run, you jump, and you climb ladders in your quest to gather fruit sprinkled over platforms guarded by animals and riddled with tacks and pits. Clear all fruit from the board, and you proceed to the next stage.

	You know the drill by now, but Ponpoko holds your interest through fast and responsive controls and its functionality as a Trojan horse: Ponpoko is a puzzle game disguised as a platformer. The animals patrolling each platform do not respond to your actions. They move back and forth, leaving you to figure out when and how to maneuver around them to grab fruit and continue upward. You've also got two types of jumps at your disposal, a running leap that carries you further but feels floatier than the faster but shorter stationary jump, good for skipping pits and tacks, and you must master these intricacies to call on the right move at the right time.

	A timer ticks down, and you need to pick up all that fruit before it expires. You want to be cautious, but not slow, since getting stuck behind a slow-moving enemy wastes precious seconds. The rate of enemy movement never changes, so you must factor things such as whether to approach an animal from behind or from its front, and its speed relative to yours. Finally, there are pots that contain either bonus fruit or a snake that moves at an excruciatingly slow pace, further holding you up if you get stuck behind it.
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Description automatically generated]Ponpoko's complexity lies in its combination of these variables: enemy placement and how they move, the positions of fruit and traps, and deciding whether to break open pots and risk a snake emerging or ignoring them. I cannot stress enough the glacial pace at which these buggers slither around. It's the worst, but that's intentional.

	Unleashing a snake on a platform inhabited by a normal enemy/animal forces you to rethink how you'll navigate their terrain given their varying speeds, and you'll usually lose several seconds waiting for a snake or regular animal or both to get the heck out of your way. 

	Playing Ponpoko is fun, but the downside is the levels never change. Everything about the first stage, for instance, remains static: the platforms, the positions of enemies and traps and fruit and pots, where enemies move and how fast they move there. This means a stage won't give you much trouble when you replay it, assuming you remember the optimal route around animals. But enemies moving at the same rate means there's really only one solution to a level.

	Some areas are inaccessible until a bug moves beyond a certain point, such as platforms with a piece of fruit on the far left and a ladder leading to the next platform on the far right. Missing a step is like missing the train or bus to work. The next ride is due in a few seconds, not nearly enough time to do anything other than stand around and wait for it to pull up.

	Pots present an opportunity to cut down on each level's play time. Remember, their contents never change. If the third pot on the left side of the second platform on level 5 contains a piece of fruit, it will always contain that piece of fruit. Since you're not dropping quarters into MAME, you could crack open every pot your first time through to memorize their contents, then only break open those that hold bonus fruit when you play. Or you could do what I did and just ignore pots. You earn bonus points for clearing a board quickly, so I concentrated on gathering fruit as fast as possible rather than risk upsetting slithering serpents, or worse, getting stuck behind one in traffic.

	If this sounds like a major turnoff, it's not. Getting better-navigating stages faster--is a key factor in platformer games. Ponpoko's audiovisuals are lackluster, especially when compared to those of a certain 800-pound gorilla, but the responsiveness of controls and the fun challenge of improving as I played kept me coming back to this one more than any other game I've reviewed so far save for Donkey Kong.

	And if I'm being honest, most of these primeval platformers suffered from repetition. We're still a few years away from the Mario game that cracked the genre wide open. Until then, Ponpoko is worth a download and your time. Its rudimentary presentation belies intricate controls and an addictive puzzle-oriented challenge that contributed to foundation of future puzzle-platformers like Prince of Persia.

	 

	Score

	Graphics: 2/5. Rudimentary bordering on ugly, but they get the job done.

	Gameplay: 4/5. Repetitive at its core. But I have no problem overlooking that each time I lay hands on the controls and beat my top score.

	Sound: 1/5. Hardly worth a mention. 

	Overall: 4/5. Ponpoko is a gem buried deep in the primordial ooze of platformers. Its relative rarity compared to the countless ports of games like Donkey Kong make it a novelty, but its (slightly more) complex gameplay elevates it above most competitors of its era.

	 

	Ranking

	
		Pitfall!

		Donkey Kong

		Ponpoko

		Kangaroo

		Donkey Kong Junior

		Jump Bug

		Space Panic

		Smurf: Rescue in Gargamel's Castle

		Canyon Climber

		Crazy Climbers



	 


Chapter 11: Miner 2049er

	Background

	
		Developer: Big Five Software

		Publisher: Big Five Software

		Debut: 1982

		Platform: Atari 8-bit computers

		Ports: Apple II, Atari 2600, Atari 5200, VIC-20, Commodore 64, ColecoVision, Fujitsu FM-7, Intellivision, NEC PC-8801, IBM PC, Sharp X1, Thomson MO5, TI-99/4A, Sony SMC-777, Super Cassette Vision, Game Boy, Windows Mobile, BlackBerry, iOS



	 

	I Would Walk 5,000 Miles

	In a review of Miner 2049er published in December 1982, Analog Computing Magazine proclaimed it "one of those rare games which looks as if it were designed, not just thrown together," and a "must-play for the Atari 400/800 family of 8-bit computers.

	High praise and deserved, but a tad hyperbolic in one way. I wouldn't dismiss the platformers we've played so far as "thrown together," and to be fair to the reviewer, that's not what they meant. Until now, the games we've played have been designed around one or two concepts. More design work went into some than others, but the most successful, Donkey Kong, spawned clones that lightened the design load of the games that followed it. Designers could play Nintendo's smash hit, cherry-pick the elements that worked (basically all of them), and model a game around them.

	Clones for home systems sold well in the early '80s because the progenitors of genres such as platforming and shooters were not yet ubiquitous. PCs were still creeping into living rooms, and few consoles outside of Atari's 2600 existed. If you found a platformer, you played it, even if it wasn't great, because you couldn't boot up Steam and find great ones for a buck. Also, you might not have known Donkey Kong existed, or if you did, that it was available for a home platform--or if you did, maybe you didn't have that platform. You played what you could find or write yourself.

	Bill Hogue and Jeff Konyu co-founded Big Five Software to write games for Radio Shack's TRS-80 Model I. Like most developers in those days, they built their company on the backs of popular arcade games like Asteroids, Berzerk (one of my favorites), and Missile Command by creating and selling clones.

	Atari 800 version.

	Hogue had an idea for a platform game, but after Radio Shack binned the TRS-80 Model I in 1982, he pivoted to the Atari 400/800 PCs. His game, Miner 2049er, was a beast. Most cartridges had 8K of storage for game code; Hogue needed 16K. Big Five believed in the game so strongly they built custom circuit boards outfitted with two EPROM (erasable programmable read-only memory) chips to store the game's data.
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Description automatically generated]Miner 2049er is fantastic, and worth every kilobyte of that extra storage. Most platformers made in the early '80s offered three or four screens. Miner has ten. You climb ladders and jump over pits, but most stages contain unique trappings such as interconnected chutes that drop you far down the stage, elevators that rise and fall between platforms, and teleporters that transport you from one doorway to another.

	Those elements tie into Miner's core mechanic: walking. Movement is more than a modality of navigation. As you move, you color in the platforms you walk across; the only way to clear a level is to walk over every square inch. Enemies, pits, and all those chutes and ladders and other devices can facilitate your progress, or impede it.

	Miner's story has you playing Bounty Bob and venturing into abandoned mines lousy with nuclear gas and radioactive monsters. A two-in-one score and timer ticks down as you play, and you must clear the stage before it expires. To deal with the monsters, you can pick up doodads left behind by others who have braved the mines. Most resemble blobs of pixels, but some stand out: axes and… cheeseburgers? Maybe? I wouldn't chow down on food I find lying around in a nuclear mine, Bounty Bob, but you do your thing. Who knows: It could be your superhero origin story. 

	No matter which power-up you touch, all enemies turn their frowns upside down. Really: They grin, and touching them removes them from play. You know, I've been wondering why characters made vulnerable to death would smile, but I think I've got it. They're happy because they've been so twisted and corrupted by radioactivity they pray for death!

	Wow. Miner2049er just got super-dark. Sorry.

	The combination of unique mechanics, having to color in platforms by walking on them, the placement of Bounty Bob's power-ups, and the timer come together to form the best platformer I've played so far. Every screen's layout is new, so you have to plan your route by accounting for enemies, power-ups, and platforms you haven't walked on yet. Sometimes you'll want to leave enemies alone. Other times you'll discover you need to eliminate them because even though they're not bothering you at the moment, one of the stage's mechanics, such as a chute, might dump you right in front of them later.

	You might think the requirement of walking across every pixel of every platform makes Miner tedious. The world's first walking simulator, perhaps. I thought so too, at first, but I was so wrong. Walking is immensely and inordinately satisfying. Watching my score increase with every step I took made me want to play more. I was engrossed by having to plan my way around stages: where to walk first, whether to use a power-up or leave it for later, looking for slanted ledges where enemies walked so I could grab an item and jump up to touch enemies through the ledge.

	[image: Image]A prevailing issue with the platformers that preceded Miner is that smaller screens left less room for players to improvise. Small, simple stages and predictable enemy movement work out to one surefire path from point A to B, usually from the bottom of the screen to the top. I've approached each of Miner's stages differently every time, and I can see others doing the same. Like Donkey Kong, Miner is a watercooler platformer. You'll want to meet up with your friends (or peruse forums) to discuss strategies for each stage. That impulse testifies to Hogue's excellent sense of design.

	DOS version.

	Miner's audiovisuals are the only parts of the game I can knock. The visuals look dated even on its native Atari 400/800 platforms, and fare worse in ports such as the DOS adaptation, which I played since it was the most readily available. Early versions relied on beeps and bloops, and they get annoying fast, such as the continuous sound that plays as you clear a level and the game draws the next one.

	That's the worst I can say about Miner 2049er. Its characters, environments, and items aren't as detailed as Donkey Kong's or even Pitfall!'s, but Miner's outstanding design renders that point moot. I'd never tried it before writing this review. Now, it's my one of the best of the primordial platformers we've experienced so far.

	Score

	Graphics: 2/5. These visuals give stick figures a bad name.

	Gameplay: 5/5. I've never found walking so satisfying, not even in real life.

	Sound: 1/5. Ugh.

	Overall: 4/5. A solid evolution of the run-and-jump formula, eclipsing almost everything before it.

	 

	Ranking

	
		Pitfall!

		Miner 2049er

		Donkey Kong

		Ponpoko

		Kangaroo

		Donkey Kong Junior

		Jump Bug

		Space Panic

		Smurf: Rescue in Gargamel's Castle

		Canyon Climber

		Crazy Climbers



	 

	 


Chapter 12: Congo Bongo

	Background

	
		Developer: SEGA Enterprises, Inc.

		Publisher: SEGA Enterprises Ltd.

		Debut: 1983

		Platform: Arcade

		Ports: Apple II, Atari 2600/VCS, Atari 5200, Atari 8-bit, ColecoVision, Commodore 64, Intellivision, MSX, PC Booter, SG-1000, TI-99/4A, VIC-20



	 

	Donkey Kongo?

	I have an idea for a video game. Let me run it by you. There's this giant ape. He does something mischievous--not kidnapping; that's too far-fetched--and then climbs to the top of a vast structure. You play an everyman character who must dodge obstacles as you climb after the sorry simian and…

	What's that? This game exists? Who made it? Nintendo? What's a Nin-ten-do? (Verbatim quote from all my friends' parents in the late '80s and early '90s. Another exact quote: "Stop playing your Nin-ten-do and go outside." So we did. With our Game Boys.) What's this alleged game called, then? Donkey Kong? I think you mispronounced King Kong. No one would make a game about kidnapping a damsel and climbing to the top of a building! Anyone with half a brain can see how that would open you open to litigation. I mean, duh.

	Congo Bongo wears its influences on its hairy sleeve. The first syllable in the title is "Cong," and okay, that's not unique to Donkey Kong, but aside from a conspicuous absence of construction sites, Congo Bongo is perhaps the first case of developer/publisher Sega aping (I could not resist) concepts from Nintendo.

	Years from now, Sonic the Hedgehog will take Mario's formula and add Blast Process™. Congo Bongo lifts the premise of DK, that being running, jumping, and climbing over obstacles as you ascend to an ape at the top of a level, and adds a unique visual twist: Isometric graphics.
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Description automatically generated]Isometric graphics put a literal twist on the top-down angle. My go-to way of describing it to people unfamiliar with the perspective is the view you get from a security camera mounted in the corner near a room's ceiling, or viewing a chessboard from a corner instead of from one side. Most players associate isometric graphics with Blizzard North's and Blizzard Entertainment's Diablo franchise, and while 1995's Diablo is inarguably the most mainstream example of the viewing angle, it goes back much further--before Congo Bongo, in fact.

	Sega pioneered the earliest usage of isometric graphics in Zaxxon, a shoot-'em-up released in arcades in January 1982. Zaxxon, Congo Bongo, Diablo, and other early isometric games used pixel art, but the slanted, three-quarters view gives characters and geometry a fuller, more three-dimensional look. Another advantage is showing literal sides of artwork you can't normally see in games that use top-down or side-perspective games.

	Congo Bongo abounds with personality thanks largely to Sega's graphical prowess. The game takes place on four stages, each confined to a single screen. You play as a hunter sleeping in a tent when Bongo, the ape in question, sneaks into his camp and sets fire to his tent. The hunter wakes up, hops around comically, and chases Congo into the first stage of the game.

	Before we go any further, let's talk about this story for a sec. It deserves recognition for going in a direction other than the already-tired damsel-in-distress trope. And it's funny. But I have to admit, at first, I was on the hunter's side, because I thought he was a camper. The first time I watched the intro, I laughed, and also thought Congo was kind of a jerk, although I thought the hunter went to extremes chasing one ape through a jungle. Then I realized the camper was a hunter, and would probably bag that ape if given the chance. Now I'm firmly on team Congo, but that alternate universe game doesn't exist, so I have to work with what Sega gives me.

	The first stage of Congo Bongo is the most visually striking. You start at the bottom of a cliff with multiple platforms, each with its sides visible thanks to the isometric view. Obstacles include a waterfall, a crumbling bridge, monkeys that will swarm you and try to pull you over an edge, and coconuts rolling down from the summit where Congo struts his stuff. The first time I played, I defaulted to running and jumping, the bread and butter of platforming. My character obeyed my command by jumping into the side of the nearest cliff wall, ricocheting back, and plummeting into a pit.

	Confused, I tried again. Same result. Then I walked up to the wall and pressed against it. My character climbed.

	This simple response was eye-opening. Climbing is quick and fluid, and the safest way to get through the first stage. Further experimentation revealed that jumping onto platforms is possible, but it takes some thought. Jump too close to a wall, and you'll bounce back. You need to allow yourself a little space to make the jump. Jumping gets you places slightly faster than climbing, but focusing on climbing frees your mind to keep watch for coconuts and monkeys in your path while your hand gripping the joystick tends to movement.

	Stage two, Snake Lake, is exactly what that sounds like: A lake teeming with snakes. Platforms hover over the water, and your goal is to cross to the opposite side, hop a ride on the back of a hippo, and leap to the far shore where Congo waits. Once again, I was struck by the use of color in the terrain. Stage two also shifts the gameplay by rendering climbing useless. Now you've got to run and jump past snakes, which converge on your location if they spot you. Hopping frantically to stay out of the path of several snakes while waiting for the hippo to drift back to a position where you can jump atop it is as tense an experience as I've had on a single stage of any platformer so far.
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Description automatically generated]Stages three and four present their own gimmicks. After completing the fourth stage, the hunter gets his payback by sneaking up on Congo and lighting a fire under him. That could have gone much worse, so I'll take it. Once the cinematic ends, you restart on stage one at a higher difficulty. That cycle is the blessing and curse of Congo Bongo. All four stages teem with visual and play variety, exponentially more so than, say, Pitfall! or Donkey Kong, but they change little every time you play them. In fact, Donkey Kong, while simpler, is more appealing because of that simplicity. DK repeats its general formula over all its stages, but that formula is tight, as are the game's controls. That gives DK an edge in terms of replayability.

	Congo Bongo's aesthetic outweighs its functionality, and once you've gotten your fill of its tricks and traps, there's nothing more to see. DK's simple gameplay is deep enough to keep players coming back for decades. There's a documentary about competing for the high score in Donkey Kong; I can't say the same for Congo Bongo, though it's a barrel (har, har) of fun while it lasts.

	Score

	Graphics: 5/5. Congo Bongo made my jaw drop in 2020; I can only imagine what players thought in 1983.

	Gameplay: 3/5. Diverse, but a mere four stages--an understandable boundary, since squeezing more graphics of this caliber onto a ROM trip was probably next to impossible--makes them repetitive fairly quickly. 

	Sound: 3/5. You'll barely register the sounds in the face of beautiful graphics and solid gameplay. At this stage of game technology, "inoffensive" and "insipid" are glowing words of praise for audio.

	Overall: 3/5. Varied gameplay, beautiful graphics, simple controls, all poured into too shallow a dish. Fun, but I didn't feel compelled to return to it the way I have Donkey Kong and Pitfall! above everything else.

	 

	Ranking

	
		Pitfall!

		Miner 2049er

		Donkey Kong

		Congo Bongo

		Ponpoko

		Kangaroo

		Donkey Kong Junior

		Jump Bug

		Space Panic

		Smurf: Rescue in Gargamel's Castle

		Canyon Climber

		Crazy Climbers



	 

	 


Chapter 13: Door Door

	Background

	
		Developer: Enix

		Publisher: Enix

		Debut: February 1983

		Platform: NEC PC-6001

		Ports: NEC PC-8801, FM-7, Sharp MZ-2000, Sharp X1, FM-77, MSX, Famicom



	 

	Good Manners
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Description automatically generated]Before the video game industry grew into the multibillion-dollar behemoth we know today, developers and companies alike found their way in at oblique angles. Enix is most well-known for its Dragon Quest (Dragon Warrior in the States) series of roleplaying games, but the company was founded in 1975 as Eidansha Boshu Service Center, a publisher of tabloids focused on real estate.

	Eidansha Boshu Service Center made a slight pivot to real estate brokerage and trading in 1980. In 1983, Eidansha changed its name to Enix Corporation. Its founders wanted to step onto the national stage, but that attempt failed, so Enix boss and Japanese architect-turned-entrepreneur Yasuhiro Fukushima did what any flailing businessman would do and made computer games.

	That, dear readers, is a pivot. What it's not, is entirely accurate.

	Fukushima had worked in real estate and related business fields his entire life. He didn't know how to code software, nor did he have a little black book of game programmers he could phone up and ask to come work for him. So he opened a salon, filled it with PCs, and advertised a programming contest. The contest attracted 300 programs, and Fukushima once again donned his publishing hat and culled a few to publish. Door Door, designed and written by future Dragon Quest/Warrior director Koichi Nakamura, won first place. Enix published it on the NEC-6001, a personal computer popular in Japan.

	What I love about platforming games--and video games in general--in the 1980s is that they didn't happen entirely in a vacuum, and yet they kind of did. Some chapters ago, I wrote about how convergent biology affected game design. These were the days before developers could watch one another's announcement trailers on YouTube and Twitter. Some ideas overlapped, but many, such as Door Door, were quite unique.

	Door Door is a puzzle-platformer that combines jumping and climbing with… um, doors. You play as Chun, a cute, Furby-looking critter--and Nakamura's nickname, which comes from the red dragon tile in Mahjong--who must defeat monsters by opening doors, luring the monsters inside, and closing the doors behind them.

	I love Chun and his/her/its pacifistic, polite method of eliminating threats. Video game heroes should strive to be more like Chun. Imagine if the Contra dudes just put down their guns shut all the aliens in a room. You wouldn't even need the Konami code!

	Ah, but there's more to Chun's quest than meets the eye. Door Door comprises single-screen levels full of platforms connected by ladders. There are two or more doors on each platform. To open a door, you must approach it from the side its handle is on and walk from one side of the door to the other. Any monster on your tail will automatically go through the doorway, but that's the rub: They have to approach the door from the proper direction. Otherwise, they'll walk right by the open doorway without noticing it.

	This requirement adds a measure of strategy to the proceedings. Door Door doesn't move at a frantic pace, but Chun's pursuers move at an ever-so-slightly faster clip, so you'll have to think fast to lure them to the closest open door from the correct direction. You can lure every monster on a stage into any door on one go, but monsters will only hang around in the room for a second or two before realizing they've been duped and returning to the action, such as it is. Walking across an open door from the opposite direction will close it, but if there were monsters sealed inside, you won't be able to use that door again.
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Description automatically generated]Unless you die. That's the upside to dying. Unlike most platformers we've played so far, Door Door doesn't restart the current stage from scratch if/when you die. Any monsters you've shut away will stay gone, but doors you've sealed will become available for reuse. This means you can die strategically, but like most platformers we've played, you've got finite lives and no continues, so choose your hill (or platformer) to die on wisely.

	 And that's it, really. Door Door adds wrinkles as you play, such as height that kills you. (At least you're not a Smurf who explodes the moment you step off a curb.) The core formula remains a same, and a blast throughout. What I like most about Door Door is the pacing. Movement is slower, as I've mentioned, but the tension you'll experience as you pull open a door with monsters charging (relatively slowly) from both sides turns almost every level into a nail-biter.

	I love learning about the humble beginnings of monolithic companies. Door Door was a commercial and critical hit, and gave Enix and Nakamura the perfect platform to take their respective careers in a bold new direction. I'd never heard of Door Door before writing this book, but now that I have, I'd love to see it return in this golden age of remasters and remakes.

	Score

	Graphics: 3/5. Simple but colorful and communicative.

	Gameplay: 4/5. The slow pace will grate until you find yourself swarmed by monsters coming at you from all directions with only one door between you and certain death. 

	Sound: 3/5. As with games such as Congo Bongo, you'll barely register the sounds in the face of beautiful graphics and solid gameplay. 

	Overall: 4/5. A simple but refined formula that I'd love to see Square Enix revisit, or better yet, Nakamura's Chunsoft company, provided he can secure the rights.

	 

	Ranking

	
		Pitfall!

		Miner 2049er

		Donkey Kong

		Door Door

		Congo Bongo

		Ponpoko

		Kangaroo

		Donkey Kong Junior

		Jump Bug

		Space Panic

		Smurf: Rescue in Gargamel's Castle

		Canyon Climber

		Crazy Climbers



	 

	 

	 


Chapter 14: Lode Runner

	Background

	
		Developer: Doug Smith

		Publisher: Broderbund (US)

		Debut: Mid-1983

		Platform: Simultaneous launch on Apple II, Atari 8-bit family, VIC-20, Commodore 64, and IBM PC.

		Ports: Sega SG-1000, Pravetz 82/8М, ZX Spectrum, MSX, Atari ST, PC Engine, XBLA, Windows, iPod, Macintosh, Virtual Console, PlayStation Network, BBC Micro, PlayStation, NES, SNES, Amstrad CPC, Game Boy, Amiga



	 

	Lodebearing Floors

	Funny story about Lode Runner. In 2015, I pitched a hardcover about formative Apple II games to Schiffer Publishing. They gave me the go-ahead, and I started making a list of games to cover. I had two criteria: each game should represent a major step, preferably a first step, in establishing a genre or style of gameplay convention; and I had to speak with the developers of the game. I could regurgitate Wikipedia articles and old interviews, but everybody does that! I wanted unique quotes and information on the people behind the games--the angle I take on any article or book I write about game development and industry culture.

	That book became Break Out: How the Apple II Launched the PC Gaming Revolution, published in hardcover in 2017. If you know anything about seminal games, you know Lode Runner belonged in that book. And I wrote about it, but not to the extent I would have liked.

	Doug Smith, creator of Lode Runner, passed away in 2014 at 53. I never spoke with him, but I got to speak with Dane Bigham, programmer on the original Where in the World is Carmen Sandiego? for the Apple II, the game's maiden platform, and a close friend of Smith's. We'll come back to Smith later.

	Knowing about Smith's passing early into my research for Break Out, I only had time to dabble with it. I had so many other games to play and so many interviews to conduct that I had to [image: A sign on the side of a building

Description automatically generated]stick to the games and people most germane to my project. My foray into platform games presented me with an opportunity to right this wrong, and…

	Apple II version.

	Stop me if you've heard this one before: I missed out.

	Lode Runner is the apotheosis of Space Panic. You control a stick figure who climbs ladders and drops off platforms to collect gold while guards rush at you from every angle. The guards' AI injects tension into every moment. They're programmed to take the shortest route to you, so you'll often find yourself forced to make split-second decisions to avoid guards. Those decisions might take you out of the way of the gold bar you were after, but one hit costs you a life, so live to fight another day.

	On a meta level, I believe Smith intended for players to manipulate guards. Because they're coded to make their way to you, you can trick them into committing to one course while you quickly switch gears and take another, such as waiting for them to climb halfway up a ladder before dropping off the opposite end and racing to the far side of the screen to collect all the gold on that end.

	That's another thing: At long last, I'm playing a platformer that considers gravity antithetical to fun. Smith knew your escape options would have been too limited if the only way to avoid a pack of guards closing in was to throw yourself off a ledge and die at the bottom. You can fall as far as you want, whenever you want. That allows you to stay focused on pocketing treasure while you make those pesky guards your playthings.

	[image: A close up of a scoreboard

Description automatically generated]There's a way to slow the guards, of course. Like Space Panic, Lode Runner lets you dig holes for hapless enemies to fall into. Unlike its forbearers, however, Lode Runner doesn't make digging and filling holes tedious. You can only dig holes to the left and right of your character's position, with two buttons assigned to digging. An earlier, less refined game would have required you to take several small, dull steps to dig: first turn in the direction you want to dig, then mash the correct dig button, as in Space Panic. Not Lode Runner. Hold the left or right dig button, and no matter which way your character faces, you'll dig the hole. All that remains is to wait for a guard to wander into it. Or, better yet, manipulate them into heading toward your hole and, rather than waiting to see them fall and inevitably climb out, use that time to keep running around and spelunking. 

	Apple II version.

	Ease of use isn't even the best part of digging. Smith predicated digging on one simple but flexible rule: You can only dig one space to either side of you. As early levels give way to more complex arrangements of platforms, ladders, gold, and guards, you'll find gold you can only reach by digging your way to it. Doing so isn't as simple as digging straight down. If the gold is X spaces, or blocks, to the left, you must dig at an angle (down, then left; down, then left) to retrieve it. Solid blocks can't be broken with your shovel, throwing another variable into your strategy.

	Lode Runner's smooth, responsive movement, easily understandable rule set, and relentless but easily controlled AI makes for a blisteringly fast pace that exercises your brain as much as it does your fingers. That exercise will last you dozens of hours; Lode Runner ships with hundreds of stages by default, and a level editor designed by Smith that lets you build your own stages and share with friends. That's easier said than done these days. But in 1983, the Super Mario Maker-like depth of Lode Runner was unheard of.

	I haven't mentioned jumping, because such a function doesn't exist. And that's for the better. Over this journey, we've learned that the modern run-and-jump definition of platform games is incomplete. Running across platforms comprises the heart of the genre, as does climbing. I thought I'd miss jumping--coming, again, as someone who fell in love with the genre with Super Mario Bros. on NES--but I didn't. While I don't critique games too often these days, I'm a firm believer in judging a game on its merits by trying to embrace a developer's choices and vision. Smith's vision works and has endured.

	 

	Douglas E. Smith

	Doug Smith's contributions to platforming are immeasurable. You may think digging/climbing games aren't as in vogue as they were in the '80s, and that's true, but the influence of Lode Runner can be found in many platform games and outside the genre. The US edition of Super Mario Bros. 2 featured digging as a central mechanic. More recent games such as Terraria and Minecraft, while not strictly platformers, make heavy use of digging.

	Smith and his games made waves everywhere, but Lode Runner didn't seem destined for greatness at first. Smith wrote an early version of his game, titled Kong, on VAX minicomputers at the University of Washington, where he studied architecture. He retooled the game and renamed it Miner, then pitched it to Broderbund. Co-founders Doug and Gary Carlston rejected his submission. Miner, which used ASCII (text) graphics instead of sprites, was too crude for the publisher's catalog.

	Rather than mothballing Miner, Smith went back to work, creating pixel-based characters and animations, and building an editor purportedly at the request of neighborhood kids who clamored for more stages to play. Adding support for joysticks and color monitors, Smith turned out his most robust version yet, and, renaming it Lode Runner, submitted it to four publishers: Sierra On-Line, Sirius, Synergistic, and Broderbund. All four made offers, but Smith accepted Broderbund's.

	Lode Runner became a phenomenon. After leaving an indelible mark on computers, the game graced platforms such as the NES, Game Boy, and more. It was an even bigger hit in Japan, where it became the most successful table arcade unit of 1984. Smith wasn't a one-hit wonder. He remained in the industry for years and in myriad roles such as the executive producer of 1993's Secret of Mana for Super Nintendo. 

	Tragically, he fell victim to the overwhelming success that many game designers in the '80s didn't know how to handle. Back then, video games that became an overnight success often dropped hundreds of thousands, or millions, into the laps of developers too young to know how to handle their money and keep their lifestyles in check. In my interviews with Doug Carlston and Dane Bigham, both admitted that Smith had his demons, and that those demons eventually caught up with him.

	However, they both stressed--as do I, here and now--that Smith should be remembered for his creativity, intelligence, and contributions to popular culture. Lode Runner is a mega hit that deserves to be mentioned in the same conversation as early influential games such as Donkey Kong, and Smith's legacy deserves more recognition.

	Score

	Graphics: 3/5. Not great, but simple and effective at communicating what you need to see: player-character, guards, gold, ladders, types of blocks. Rudimentary graphics aside, it's as if Smith designed the graphics to be simple yet recognizable because Lode Runner's pace dictates that you take everything in at a glance, your eyes scanning your surroundings as you fall, climb, run, and dig with enemies in pursuit.  

	Gameplay: 5/5. The fast pace and tight controls make Lode Runner as fun to play today as it was in the '80s and '90s (or so I heard).

	Sound: 2/5. Nothing special, but nothing irritating. 

	Overall: 5/5. A classic that anyone remotely interested in games should play. A bold claim for a game less accessible than Tetris, arguably the most accessible game ever made, but more than accessible enough to suck anyone in and teach them what they need to know.
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		Smurf: Rescue in Gargamel's Castle
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		Crazy Climbers



	 

	 


Epilogue: Game Over - Continue?

	Fourteen games in, and we haven't even scratched the surface of where platformers started and how they evolved.

	To put it in platforming turns: We're not even out of world 1-1.

	Bottomless Pit is a multi-book endeavor. Going forward, we'll continue our exploration of a genre predominantly ruled by single-screen stages until a little game came along in 1985 and changed everything. You probably know that game, but did you know that as influential as it was and continues to be, another game, and a familiar, pizza-shaped face, actually got there first? Those stories and more will be told soon. 

	I've had a lot of fun with this project. It's a step or two outside my usual wheelhouse, but I hope you've enjoyed a platforming fan's take on how his favorite genre got started. I'm excited to see where it goes from here, and I hope you are, too.

	Happy reading, and happy gaming

	-David L. Craddock

	3 August 2020
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