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AUTHOR'S NOTE

The
cut-off point for games in this book is 1998. You have to draw the line
somewhere and so I have drawn it there. So, anything after 1998 is not
eligible for inclusion in this book and anything before (or during)
1998 is eligible. Selecting 100 retro games which are worth playing
might sound like an easy task but it actually isn't because there are
way more than 100 retro games worth playing and worthy of attention and
some classic games had to be left out as a consequence. 

If
your favourite retro game isn't in this book please don't take it
personally. It doesn't mean I don't like your favourite game but just
that I didn't find room for it in the book or maybe simply didn't play
it as much as you when I was younger. One thing I have done is try to
avoid including too many games from the same franchise because it would
be a bit tedious if 25% of the book was, for example, made up of Mario
or Zelda titles. I have also tried to include games from a spread of
different platforms. The games that follow unavoidably reflect my
tastes but hopefully still provide an eclectic and entertaining spread
of retro titles. 


ANOTHER WORLD (1991)

Another
World, also known as Out of This World in North America, was developed
by Eric Chahi and published by Delphine Software. It was released in
1991 for various platforms, including the Amiga, Atari ST, and DOS.
Another World is a platform action adventure game which was quite
unlike anything else at the time. The game had beautiful cinematic
cartoon style graphics and felt like a quantum leap forward from other
similar games. While there have been cases where games looked great but
didn't have the gameplay and depth to match the visuals thankfully this
wasn't the case with Another World. The game was an immersive,
atmospheric, and satisfying experience for gamers beyond the wonderful
visual presentation. 

I gather that the designer Éric Chahi was
inspired to make this game after being impressed by the graphics in the
Amiga version of Dragon's Lair. He felt if he used similar sort of
graphics tailored to a story which blended all of the sci-fi he loved
there might be a lot of potential in this. He was obviously right about
that. In the game you play a young scientist named Lester Knight
Chaykin. Lester has (in anticipation of Half-Life you might say) an
unfortunate particle accelerator accident (I hate it when that
happens!) when a lightning bolt causes his experiment to go haywire. 

A
hole in space and time is ripped open and poor Lester ends up trapped
on an alien world. Lester is incarcerated and must escape. But
navigating this hostile and strange world will not be easy. An alien
named Buddy (who Lester befriends along the way) will become an
important part of the story. Another World is not an adventure game in
that you don't interact with people or talk to them but it does have a
depth beyond the usual arcade adventure games of this type. You can
run, jump, fight, and even swim during the game and you get a blaster
weapon later on which has different modes. 

There is a
checkpoint system in the game so you don't have to start all over again
if you get killed. The impressive graphics make this game feel like you
are playing the central character in a polished sci-fi cartoon and the
intro sequence is incredible and justifiably famous. Where this game
really scores though is in the sense of atmosphere. You really do feel
like you've been plunged into a strange alien world. One can see some
influence from Another World on an eclectic range of other (future)
games like Unreal, Silent Hill, and even Half-Life (which has a similar
sort of plot with its dimensional science gone wrong capers). 

Another
World is a really unique experience and one of the most memorable
arcade adventure games of this era. Very rarely has a game had such a
rich and immersive atmosphere of isolation and feeling trapped in a
weird far away place. Another World was one of those games that you
simply HAD to sample for yourself just to see the amazing graphics,
animations, and backdrops. Happily, there was also a very good game
beneath the polished and impressive exterior. You definitely couldn't
accuse Another World of just being a tech demo. 


ARKANOID (1986)

Arkanoid
is a classic arcade game released in 1986 by Taito. It was ported to
various home systems to general acclaim (though it wasn't as much fun
to play with a joystick). Arkanoid is often compared to Pong (a game it
has some similarities with - you could sort of describe Arkanoid as a
more advanced version of Pong) but it is essentially an improved and
more modern version of the 1976 arcade game Breakout. Breakout in turn,
was patently influenced by the 1974 game Clean Sweep. Everything new is
nearly always influenced by something older and that is often the case
in gaming too. 

Arkanoid is what is known as a block breaker
game. You control a ship called the Vaus and must stop a mysterious
alien entity from taking over the universe or something. Let's be
honest, the plot in a game like Arkanoid doesn't really matter. What
this game basically entails is the player having a paddle which moves
sideways in either direction at the bottom of the screen. You use the
paddle to deflect balls back towards the blocks at the top of the
screen. When all the blocks are destroyed you move to the next level.
It is sort of like Pong crossed with Pinball - only much better than
that basic description would imply. 

Arkanoid is a good example
of how the simplest games can often be among the best. This is a lovely
game to play with its bright colours and satisfying sound effects. You
feel a real sense of accomplishment when you destroy a level of blocks
and because a lot of concentration is required to keep hitting the
balls back (this game is sort of like squash) the gameplay becomes very
addictive. There is something almost hypnotic about the rhythm of
Arkanoid as you focus on keep those balls in play so they can damage
the blocks high above. There is definitely a bit of Space Invaders in
Arkanoid too despite their obvious differences.

The game becomes
very challenging when the balls speed up and this gives it a decent
amount of longevity and makes it challenging. The designers of the game
were influenced by the sci-fi film Tron and Arkanoid therefore has an
attractive neon sheen. The screens have enough variety to stop the game
from feeling too visually repetitive and if you play this game with a
mouse the movement and controls feel very good. Arkanoid is a simple
game but a timeless one too. This was one of the most popular arcade
machines in the world in its day. There were later a number of sequels
too which offered more Arkanoid antics. I'm not sure that Arkanoid was
really crying out to be a franchise to be honest. Just play the first
game and you'll get the general gist. 


ASTEROIDS (1979)

Asteroids
is a classic arcade game released in 1979 by Atari. In the game,
players control a spaceship and must shoot and destroy asteroids while
avoiding collisions with them and other obstacles. Asteroids was
created by Lyle Rains and programmed by Ed Logg. This game was so
popular it actually knocked Space Invaders off its perch as the king of
the arcades. This game might look primitive today but the vector
graphics still have a simplicity and beauty that is very entrancing and
hypnotic. 

The home ports which later arrived were decent
enough replicas but they lacked a certain something that only the
arcade version could supply. Just those little details in the
presentation. The gameplay involves controlling a spaceship in an
asteroid field where the player must shoot and destroy the asteroids
while avoiding collisions with them. The player can move the spaceship
in any direction and fire lasers to break up the asteroids into smaller
pieces. As the player progresses through the levels, the asteroids
become faster and more numerous, making it more challenging to avoid
being hit by them. 

In addition to asteroids, the player must
also contend with enemy UFOs that will try to shoot the player's ship.
The player can shoot and destroy these UFOs for extra points. The key
to the game is mastering the movement of the ship - the thrust required
to dodge asteroids and swivel to shoot targets. You have to be fully
aware of you bearings and in the right position to dodge and shoot -
which requires constant adjustments. This is all very addictive and
while Asteroids is unlikely to astonish some youngster in 2024 this was
great stuff in its day and has better gameplay than any number of
fancier and more modern games. 

One of the keys to the classic
games from the early arcade days is that they didn't have graphics to
blow your socks off so they had to have rock solid gameplay. The
classic games had to have a good concept or idea behind them and
addictive gameplay. Asteroids certainly succeeds on all of these fronts
and is an engrossing and enjoyable experience. This game was also one
of the first to pioneer a high score list - which encouraged players to
try to get on the hallowed hall of fame. 

The game's success
helped solidify Atari's position as a leading arcade game developer and
contributed to the growth of the video game industry in the late 1970s
and early 1980s. Asteroids is simple but very addictive and also
enjoyably trippy as you spin around in space blasting vector asteroids
into little pieces. This game is often a fixture on lists which compile
the greatest and most influential games of all time and it certainly
deserves its little cloud in arcade heaven. 


BLOOD (1997)

Part
of the classic trinity of Build engine games alongside Duke Nukem 3D
and Shadow Warrior, many would contend that Blood (published by
Monolith Productions) is the best of the bunch. Blood is a horror FPS
with a fantastic sense of atmosphere and a rich sense of humour. It is
inspired by everything from Lovecraft to The Evil Dead to zombie movies
to The Shining and is full of colour and inventive levels. As usual
with this era of FPS games, the player will find themselves hunting for
keys to open doors and pulling levers and switches and then trying to
work out what they've just activated. The level design is varied and
takes you through crypts, spooky mansions, graveyards, ice glazed
backdrops, zombie infested ships, mazes, caverns, funfairs, and more
besides. 

In the game you play the quip dispensing, gravel
voiced Caleb (voiced by Stephan Weyte), a gunslinger connected to an
occult cult. The story doesn't really matter too much. All you really
need to know is that Caleb has to fight his way through numerous levels
as dynamite throwing hooded cultists, Gargoyles, two-headed dog beasts,
zombies, Bloated Butchers, and Phantasms try to kill him. Oh, and watch
out for those pesky Gill Beasts if you end up in the water. 

Caleb
starts off with a pitchfork but will pick up numerous other weapons in
the game and what a weapons gallery it is. A great touch too is that
you have alternate fire modes. It probably wouldn't be an overstatement
to say that Blood has one of the greatest shotguns in FPS history. The
sawn-off shotgun in Blood is a weapon you'll using a lot in the game
and it is absolutely fantastic. This is a very rapid fire shotgun as
far as FPS shotguns go and you'll mow down gazillions of supernatural
enemies with this Evil Dead inspired beauty. You'll also be using the
flare gun a lot. As the name implies, if you hit an enemy with this gun
they will set ablaze. 

Dynamite is also an essential weapon in
the game - especially to blow up those annoying zombies. You light the
dynamite and then use a timer bar to decide when to throw and how far
it will go. It takes a bit of trial and error to get the hang of
lobbing dynamite at enemies but it is intensely satisfying to blow up a
horde of zombies with a well timed dynamite hurl. The Tesla Cannon is a
blue sparked plasma based weapon which is very powerful and great fun
to use. You'll be definitely be needing this weapon against those
dangerous Hell Hounds. You also have an Aerosol Can and lighter weapon
to set enemies alight and - the most inventive weapon of all - a voodoo
doll. The voodoo doll comes in handy during desperate situations when
enemies threaten to overwhelm you. Oh, and I nearly forgot the Tommy
gun - which is is fun to use and very handy in a tight spot. 

The
game has an anachronistic sort of feel but is clearly a period piece.
Blood is a nice change of pace after all those FPS games which take
place in futuristic or real world military type environments. One of
the charms of these old FPS games is that you are thrown straight into
the action. There is no tutorial or endless intros. Before you know
what is happening you are attacked by zombies in a graveyard! You'll
soon get your hands on some dynamite and start to get the hang of how
to use it. 

One of the fun things about old FPS games is that
they are full of secrets and Blood is no different. The player is
rewarded for some exploration of the environment. You should be warned
that this game is no picnic. In fact, the first time I ever played
Blood I was actually put off a bit by how difficult I found the initial
levels. Once you get into the game though the fact that it is
challenging becomes part of the fun and you'll soon get the hang of the
weapons and strategies needed to make progress. You'll feel a real
sense of accomplishment in Blood when you get to the end of a tricky
level. 

Here's a weird tip that actually works. If you find a
particular room or area really difficult in Blood then try crouching as
you shoot enemies. It actually works! When you crouch the enemies find
it harder to hit you. Once you get into the swing of the game and the
fast paced mechanics, Blood is a crazy, scary, gruesome, and fun
experience with many memorable flourishes - like the way you kick
zombie heads around as you progress! From demonic hands ("I'll swallow
your soul!") to that unforgettable train level, Blood is a genuine
classic and a game that any horror or FPS fan worth their salt should
have played by now. This game didn't quite get the acclaim or profile
it deserved upon release but - happily - these days seems to be rightly
regarded as one of the gems of the 90s FPS era. 


BOULDER DASH (1984)

Boulder
Dash is a popular action-puzzle video game released in 1984. The game
was created by Peter Liepa and Chris Gray and published by First Star
Software. In this 2D arcade game the player controls a man called
Rockford digging through the ground looking for diamonds. He must
ensure that through digging he does not loosen boulders - causing them
to fall on him. There are other creatures to contend with too. If rocks
fall on these creatures then they turn into diamonds which can be
collected. When the diamonds have been collected an escape tunnel opens
to the next level. There are 16 caves in all. After 4 caves there is a
puzzle to be solved. The game had 5 difficultly levels.

Boulder
Dash (a pun on the phrase "balderdash") is a classic game. The game was
developed originally for Atari 8-bit computers and then ported to other
home computers (including the C64 - where I first encountered this
game). There were numerous sequels, compilations and other versions and
the game is still popular today on contemporary platforms. The game
looks very simplistic to modern eyes with basic graphics but it is a
very addictive puzzle game. Tunneling through the dirt and collecting
the diamonds is very satisfying. 

The music and sound effects are great too. 

There
were two sequels to Boulder Dash in 1985 and 1986 and both of these
games are well worth playing if you love the original. It's basically
just more Boulder Dash and what's wrong with that? The world always
needs more Boulder Dash. Boulder Dash is a great example of a game that
doesn't look awe-inspiring at first glance but has a great idea and
concept behind it - thus making the gameplay fiendishly addictive. The
Boulder Dash games are still huge fun today and thankfully the home
versions were excellent. This is one of those games where you
constantly find yourself being drawn back for just one more go. Boulder
Dash remains amazingly playable and a true classic of home gaming. 

Boulder
Dash is interesting too in that it reversed the usual tradition in that
it become an arcade game AFTER proving a success on home systems.
Boulder Dash is a classic example of how addictive gameplay and an
interesting concept is the most important component of a game -
especially in this early era of gaming where graphics could still be
fairly primitive by later standards. 

Boulder Dash is a cosy and nostalgic game for many and - more importantly than that - it is still an awful lot of fun to play. 


CANNON FODDER (1993)

Sensible
Software's Cannon Fodder is to the Amiga what Beach Head is to the C64.
That is to say a game that everyone with that computer played and
probably has vivid memories of. There's no doubt though that Cannon
Fodder is a better game than Beach Head. If you had an Amiga in the
early 1990s then Cannon Fodder was one of those must play games that
you simply had to own. In terms of fame, Cannon Fodder is up there with
Sensible Soccer and Lemmings when it comes to Amiga games. You'd
probably say that the game fully deserves to be rubbing shoulders in
such hallowed company. Cannon Fodder is a great game with a clever
concept behind it.

Cannon Fodder is an unusual sort of game to
describe. It is essentially a cross between Commando and Lemmings. You
control a small squad of soldiers who must go through twenty-three
levels of various terrains destroying all in their path and killing
enemy soldiers. The game is an interesting (and inspired) mix of
strategy and action that straddles different genres surprisingly well.
Even if you find point and click games a trifle dull there is no danger
of finding this wearisome in Cannon Fodder because it is still
essentially an action game. 

And if you find top down action
(though Cannon Fodder isn't really a top down game) games a little on
the simplistic side then Cannon Fodder also works because it combines
the action with a strategy element where you must move your squad
around to avoid traps and take up the best positions to survive. You
can even split the squad up if you think this will give you a better
chance at an objective. This blend of game styles is surprisingly
seamless and an idea so clever you wonder why more people didn't think
of it sooner. Cannon Fodder is very addictive once you get into the
swing of things and the graphics (basically the little Sensible Soccer
figures with combat uniforms) and backdrops are all colourful and
attractive. 

There's an odd but strangely effective tonal clash
here between cute graphics and a lot of violence. Cannon Fodder was
quite controversial in its day. The main reason for this is that the
early poster art for the game featured a red poppy. As you can imagine,
this was regarded to be a bit tasteless to say the least and drew
complaints from the Royal British Legion. The controversy did the game
no harm though and simply made it more famous - leading to more sales. 

Cannon
Fodder is an interesting game historically because it arrived at the
start of that era when the FPS genre was beginning to become
established and would soon take over as the most dominant genre in
gaming. Cannon Fodder is sort of like a last hurrah for the
Commando(ish) type of military action game - though it obviously has
more depth and strategy than Commando. Cannon Fodder is a genuine Amiga
classic and great fun. The amount of levels and escalating difficulty
also gives you plenty of gameplay and a genuine challenge. 

A
sequel to Cannon Fodder (you won't be surprised to learn that it was
called Cannon Fodder 2) arrived in 1994. The sequel is more of the same
really in terms of gameplay. In fact, some were critical of Cannon
Fodder 2 of feeling more like a bonus pack with new levels than a
sequel. The main difference with the sequel is that the backdrops are
more varied and outlandish. Aliens feature in the plot and you'll find
yourself thrown into different periods thanks to a time travel element.
Cannon Fodder 2 is fine for what it is but it doesn't really
distinguish itself that much from the original. If you like the first
Cannon Fodder you should play the sequel but don't expect anything
drastically different. 


CASTLEVANIA (1986)

Castlevania
is a classic action-adventure platform game developed and published by
Konami for the Nintendo Entertainment System (NES) in 1986. The
Castlevania series would spawn numerous games and other classics, but
for pure nostalgia nothing will ever top the original Castlevania game
for 80s kids. The game was created by Akihiko Nagata and called Akumajō
Dracula in Japan. This is a side-scrolling action game with platforming
and a fun gothic horror backdrop. 

You control the protagonist
Simon Belmont as he embarks on a quest to defeat the vampire Dracula.
The game is divided into six stages, each culminating in a boss battle
with one of Dracula's minions. Players use Simon's whip as their
primary weapon, but can also pick up sub-weapons such as holy water and
throwing axes to help defeat enemies. Along the way, players can also
collect hearts to use as ammunition for the sub-weapons. The animations
in the game are good for their time and the backdrops are detailed and
attractive. 

While the colour scheme in Castlevania seems a
trifle muted by today's standards they do manage to mix things to stop
the backdrops from becoming too samey. So you get a lot of orange for
castle walls but then blue water, green for outside, and also grey
interior areas. The mid-eighties graphics are obviously very dated
today but this is quite a nice looking game for 1986 and you can see
they've put a lot of effort into the backdrops. 

The key to the
game is timing. You have to master the slight delay with the whip and
then get into that groove where you can anticipate enemies and the
patterns of their respective attacks. As players progress through the
stages, they can collect power-ups to increase Simon's health and whip
strength. At the end of each stage, players face off against a boss
character, each with its own unique attack patterns and weaknesses. 

Castlevania
can be a challenging at times and is not without its frustrations but
it does make it a rewarding game to beat and master. We should mention
the music in this game too - which is terrific. Castlevania is one of
the most memorable platform games of the 1980s and quickly became an
iconic name in home gaming. Castlevania spawned a successful franchise
with numerous sequels, spin-offs, and adaptations across various
platforms, including handheld consoles, mobile games, and animated
series. The 1986 game is therefore a hallowed piece of gaming history
and - best of all - is still fun to play. 


CASTLEVANIA: SYMPHONY OF THE NIGHT (1997)

Castlevania:
Symphony of the Night was published by Konami for the PlayStation in
1997. The game follows the story of Alucard, the son of Dracula, who
awakens from his slumber to find that the castle of his father has
appeared once again. Alucard sets out to explore the castle, defeat its
monstrous inhabitants, and ultimately confront his father in a
climactic battle. This game for some reason (maybe this type of
platform/action game was seen as old hat by 1997?) actually sold quite
poorly at first but then became a popular cult favourite through
positive word of mouth.

The game has familiar side-scrolling
action and platform elements but it also has a non-linear design where
exploration is encouraged. This sense of freedom is very welcome and
gives the game more appeal. You could say that Symphony of the Night
mashes up a fair few genres while still retaining that core Castlevania
essence. You feel like you are getting something new but also something
old, familiar, and cosy - which is not an easy trick to pull off.
Castlevania: Symphony of the Night does though and in some style too. 

There
are power-ups, secrets to find, and boss battles. What really takes the
cake here is the lovely art direction and memorable music. The movement
of your character is also very smooth and satisfying. The castle you
explore in the game is like an extra character in its own right and
adds a wonderful atmosphere. There is a nice variety in the different
areas too which prevents the backdrops from ever threatening to become
too similar. The combat can get fast and furious at times and the crisp
graphics remain a pleasure to take in. The hidden areas also increase
the long term playability of the game. 

The game has an
excellent map system and balanced gameplay which makes it challenging
but not frustrating. There is no whip but you do get plenty of
satisfying weapons to use in the game like knives and axes. As ever,
you'll have to make sure your melee skills are up to snuff. There are
an enjoyable range of monsters to fight and a nice touch is that you
can transform into different animals and even get creatures and animals
to help you (which was not a new idea - I recall it from one of the
Quake expansion packs - but it's fun anyway. 

Later on the
castle is turned upside down and you get to explore it again - only
from a different perspective. This is a classic game from the 90s which
deserves the esteem in which it is held from a modern vantage point.
What makes the enduring fame of Castlevania: Symphony of the Night
especially satisfying is that, as we noted, it didn't actually sell
very well on initial release. The game was therefore a very good
example of why you shouldn't always judge hype and sales as a barometer
of quality or longevity. 


CHRONO TRIGGER (1995)

Chrono
Trigger is a classic role-playing video game developed and published by
Square (now Square Enix) for the Super Nintendo Entertainment System in
1995. The team behind this game had previously worked on (respectively)
Dragon Quest and Final Fantasy and one can see elements of those games
in Chrono Trigger. Happily though, Chrono Trigger is good enough to
transcend its inspirations and is a truly great game in its own right. 

Chrono
Trigger is a role-playing game that follows the story of a group of
heroes who travel through time to prevent a catastrophic event from
destroying the world. The gameplay of Chrono Trigger involves exploring
various environments, interacting with non-player characters, and
engaging in turn-based battles with enemies. The battles are fast-paced
and require strategic thinking to defeat opponents. Players can
customise their party by choosing which characters to bring along on
their journey, each with their own unique abilities and skills. 

As
the game progresses, players can also unlock new abilities and upgrade
their equipment to become more powerful in combat. In addition to
combat, players must solve puzzles and complete side quests to progress
through the game and unlock new areas to explore. The choices players
make throughout the game can also impact the storyline and lead to
different endings. Chrono Trigger is a very cosy and immersive game to
play and the sprite graphics are charmingly rendered with plenty of
colour in the backdrops. The graphics are more cartoonish than
realistic but that's a deliberate design choice and makes the game look
very attractive. 

The characters in the game have real
personality too. There is a lot of depth to this game with many
different paths and a campaign that will take over 20 hours to beat.
The music in this game is also justifiably acclaimed. If you like RPG
games there really isn't much to grumble about at all when it comes to
Chrono Trigger. The puzzles are never too unfair and the wonderful
charming atmosphere of the game makes it a pleasure to play. 

The
game has been re-released multiple times on different platforms,
including the Nintendo DS, mobile devices, and PC, and continues to be
praised for its engaging story, memorable characters, and beautiful
soundtrack composed by Yasunori Mitsuda and Nobuo Uematsu. Chrono
Trigger has also inspired fan works, fan art, music remixes, and even a
fan-made sequel called Chrono Resurrection. The game's impact on the
gaming industry and its dedicated fanbase have solidified its place as
a timeless classic and a beloved favourite among RPG enthusiasts.


COMMAND & CONQUER (1995)

Command
& Conquer is a military strategy game made by the same team who
produced Dune II. The game has a modern setting and is clearly inspired
by real world conflicts like the first Gulf War but it doesn't actually
depict a real life military campaign. Instead the game involves a war
between two fictitious groups - The Brotherhood of Nod and the Global
Defense Initiative. The Brotherhood of Nod is a sinister cult group
bent on world domination. They intend to achieve this by controlling a
precious resource called Tiberium. 

The Global Defense
Initiative was set up by the United Nations to combat these types of
threats. It's safe to say that the Global Defense Initiative are the
goodies in this battle but you can play as the Brotherhood of Nod too.
Command & Conquer is a lot like playing toy soldiers and great fun
once you get into the swing of things. This is an ambitious and clever
game but it isn't too 'dry' and complex as far as these types of games
go. You don't need to be a strategy games expert to enjoy this game.
You might even venture too that this game was ahead of its time and
hugely influential. 

The salient tasks in the game are to build
bases and harvest Tiberium (the profits of which give your side
precious money to fund the war). Tiberium is clearly inspired by spice
in Dune. You can build defensive structures and must make sure you have
the right facilities for all of your side's needs - including infantry
and the air force. You'll have to make sure your bases are powered with
energy and you'll also need to keep track of repairs that your army's
equipment might need. 

Naturally, you'll also be engaging the
enemy a lot and will have to capture land and bases belonging to the
other side. All this is conveyed by likeable graphics of the little
soldiers going about their business and jaunty music as a sonic
backdrop. There are also some cutscenes concerning the missions.
Command & Conquer is a compulsive game because there is so much to
do and so much action happening onscreen. It's like a sort of cross
between Cannon Fodder and X-COM with its mix of military action and
strategy. If you like games like this then Command & Conquer is a
must play title. The fact that you can play as either side adds to the
depth and playability of the game too. Command & Conquer is a
classic military strategy game and highly recommended if you have a
sweet tooth for these types of games.


CONTRA (1986)

Contra
is a run and gun side-scrolling video game developed and published by
Konami. It began as a 1986 arcade machine (and it was one of the most
popular arcade machines of its era too) but arguably become even more
famous for its excellent NES port. Contra is one of the most fondly
remembered and beloved video games of the 1980s as far as many home
gamers of a certain vintage are concerned. The mere mention of this
game will stir plenty of nostalgia. 

There are some differences
between the arcade machine and the home ports - the most salient of
which is that the arcade machine had some futuristic plot elements
which were downplayed in later versions. The home port feels a lot like
a licenced Rambo game only without Rambo. The character you control is
very John Rambo with bare chest and headband. The cover art was rather
cheeky because it clearly took some imagery from the film Predator. 

The
game is basically a side-scrolling action game with some platform
elements. You run across various landscapes blasting enemies and
somersaulting out the way of enemy fire. There are stationary turrets
to destroy too and these can take more damage than mobile human
enemies. The game even has some 3D style sections where you are placed
behind your character and move forward. These 3D sections are a bit
basic by today's standards but they do help vary the game up. You could
think of these sections as sort of like minigames within the main game.


The key to this game is learning when to duck at the right
time. Thankfully you can crouch/lay down and still fire (which is
crucial when it comes to dealing with those pesky turrets). One of the
important things you quickly learn in Contra is that you must keep
moving. You have to keep running, jumping, and shooting to make
progress and survive. 

The platform elements give the game an
extra layer of depth that it wouldn't have had if it was a straight run
and gun game. Contra is not the longest game but they mitigated this by
making the game challenging. As such it is a rewarding game to beat
because it feels like an accomplishment.

The graphics are
showing their age now but they do the job and the game's use of colour
makes it an attractive looking game for the era. The backdrops are not
the most detailed but they are changed up enough to prevent the game
from looking too samey. It is really the fast and furious gameplay that
makes Contra a beloved game. The constant action as you progress
through the game. You have to constantly dodge enemy projectiles and
obstacles. 

The success of Contra spawned numerous sequels,
spin-offs, and reboots, solidifying its place in gaming history. It has
been ported to various platforms and remains a popular title for retro
gaming enthusiasts. The game's legacy continues to live on through
remakes and re-releases, as well as its impact on the run-and-gun
shooter genre as a whole.

This game is definitely showing its age these days but it is still fun to play and a nostalgic slice of retro gaming history. 


DAY OF THE TENTACLE (1993)

Day
of the Tentacle is a graphical adventure game from LucasArts and
another to use the famous SCUMM engine. The story has 'Purple', one of
Dr Fred's mutant creations, drinking toxic water and turning into an
insane genius bent on world domination. Dr Fred sends his friends
Bernard, Hoagie, and Laverne back in time to the previous day in an
effort to avert this chain of events from coming to pass but things
don't quite according to plan and our heroes end up in different
periods in time. The player must retrieve these lost friends and
somehow stop the mutant Purple. 

Day of the Tentacle is another
colourful and amusing point and click adventure from the ever reliable
Lucas games stable and well up to the standard set by classic games
like Monkey Island. One of the clever things about Day of the Tentacle
is that the time travel aspect to the plot is used in a clever way in
that the characters can leave objects in their time period which will
be used by their friends in the future. The twisty paradoxes of time
travel are used for some nice jokes and plot details. 

The
period vignettes in the game are generally fun and like something out
of a Mel Brooks film. The sci-fi pastiche aura of the game is also
enjoyable. Those familiar with these LucasArts adventures will find the
usual interface system which allows characters to walk, talk to people,
and pick up and examine objects. This was actually the first of these
LucasArts games to have some voice acting acting too. 

The
music score is jaunty and appropriate and the graphics are enjoyably
cartoonish and vibrant - giving the characters real personality. The
puzzles in the game are nicely balanced in that none of them are too
obtuse or difficult and so seasoned point and click enthusiasts should
be able to use logic to make progress without getting stuck too many
times. Day of the Tentacle was not a huge blockbuster when it came out
but the reviews were excellent and it has gone on to become a cult game
in the decades since its release. 

The only criticism one could
make is that this is not the longest game in the world and one wishes
that it went on for a bit longer than it actually does. This complaint
aside though, Day of the Tentacle is terrific stuff and a must play for
vintage point and click enthusiasts. There are any number of LucasArts
adventure games that could have gone in this book but Day of the
Tentacle is certainly at the top table of the games they produced. 


DESCENT (1995)

Parallax
Software's Descent is a hard game to slot neatly into any one category.
It is sometimes called a Doom clone but that's not really the case. It
has FPS elements but it is really a 3D shoot 'em up more than anything.
When you throw the fact that Descent also has flight simulation
elements then you can see how unique this game was for its time.
Descent is set in the year 2169. You play a hotshot pilot who must
defeat an alien virus which has infected mining operations in space. 

The
'high concept' of the game is that you pilot a spaceship through
various huge mines with killer robots out to stop you. Descent is one
of the most famous games of the DOS era and one that most people at the
time (so long as they were into gaming obviously) would have played.
Descent certainly has FPS qualities with its perspective, shooting, and
roaming (or flying in this case) down metallic corridors but it feels
like a spaceship game too. 

There are power-ups too and you can
also pick up mining hostages if you choose to. Your ship has lasers to
begin but you can use more explosive weapons through the game. The
combat, or dogfighting as the case often is in Descent, is fast and
enjoyable but it can get frustrating later on when the difficultly amps
up. The game is colourful with a nice hud design for the inside of the
ship and the music is excellent. This game was alleged to have given
some players motion sickness because of the floaty zero gravity feel as
you twist, turn, and fly around the mines. I didn't suffer from this
myself but you can probably see why some people would find Descent a
trifle disorienting. 

In this game, keeping track of one's
bearings is key because down can become up and up can become down very
quickly. The game is deliberately claustrophobic and confusing at times
as you navigate your way around these danger laden sci-fi backdrops. It
takes a while to get the hang of things in Descent so your best bet
with the game is to just dive in and learn how the mechanics work.
There are maps to help you out and Descent is certainly addictive
enough to keep you playing and hopefully master the game somewhat more.


The goal with each level is to destroy the reactor core and
this is certainly satisfying when you do that. Descent is a game that
is best played played with a joystick. Once you do get to grips with
the movement in the game you should have a lot of fun. Be warned though
that it gets really tough later so it can be annoying at times. 

1996
saw the release of a sequel titled (you guessed it) Descent II. The
sequel was more of the same save for a Guide-Bot who helps you find
your way around. As such, Descent II doesn't stand out as a unique game
in its own right but it does give fans of the original some new levels
to play. The 3D scrolling in the sequel is excellent and although you
do sometimes yearn for a chance to fly outdoors, the backdrops in
Descent II are enjoyably vibrant and trippy. Descent II is considered
to be easier than the original game so if you found the first Descent
too tough you might actually have a better experience with the sequel. 


DIG DUG (1982)

Dig
Dug is an arcade game developed and published by Namco in Japan in 1982
and later published outside Japan by Atari. The player controls Taizo
Hori (originally known as Dig Dug in the time the game was released) to
eliminate the underground-dwelling monsters Pooka and Fygar by
inflating them until they pop or by dropping rocks on them. The style
of this game was quite popular in the eighties. You might have played a
similar game called Boulder Dash (which we've already discussed). 

Each
level in Dig Dug has a set number of monsters that must be defeated
before players can progress to the next level. As players advance
through the levels, the monsters become faster and more challenging to
defeat. Players earn points for each monster they defeat, with bonus
points awarded for defeating multiple monsters at once or completing a
level quickly. The game ends when the player runs out of lives or is
caught by a monster. 

Dig Dug was a huge success and the second
most played arcade machine in Japan in 1982. You might have noticed too
that Dig Dug featured at the Palace Arcade in Stranger Things 2 and
even inspired an episode title in that season. The game was a very big
cheese in the arcades of the early 1980s. Dig Dug is something of a
blood relative to Pac-Man in that it is a game with a fairly simple and
attractive presentation which offers addictive - even entrancing -
gameplay features which hook players into the game. 

Dig Dug,
like Pac-Man, was a game that had broad appeal and was just generally
very likeable. Dig Dug did not have the enduring fame and long last
influence of Pac-Man but it was certainly a giant in its day and
deserves a mention in any discussion of early gaming history. Dig Dug's
simple yet addictive gameplay, colourful graphics, and memorable music
helped it become a classic arcade game. It has since been included in
various Namco compilation collections and remains a popular title among
retro gaming 

The game was a commercial success and became
popular in arcades worldwide. It was later ported to various home
gaming systems, including the Nintendo Entertainment System (NES),
Atari 2600, and the Commodore 64. Dig Dug may seem a bit too simplistic
today but the gameplay is fun and shows that in the early days of
gaming, when powerhouse graphics were not yet an option, a good concept
and addictive gameplay was the most important component of any game. 


DONKEY KONG (1982)

Donkey
Kong is often credited with being the first platform game - though
there is some dispute about this (a platform game called Space Panic
predates Donkey Kong). What we can say with certainty though is that
Donkey Kong was a very early platform game and the first platform game
to become world famous and iconic. Even people who don't play video
games have heard of Donkey Kong. The original Donkey Kong game was
released in arcades in 1981 and was designed by Shigeru Miyamoto. The
game follows the character Jumpman, later known as Mario, as he
attempts to save his girlfriend from the evil ape Donkey Kong. 

In
the first level, players must climb a series of platforms while
avoiding barrels thrown by Donkey Kong. Jumpman can also use hammers to
break barrels and earn extra points. The goal is to reach the top of
the level and rescue Pauline. In the second level, players must
navigate a series of moving girders while avoiding fireballs thrown by
Donkey Kong. Jumpman can use the hammers to destroy the fireballs and
continue on to the next level. In the third level, players must climb a
series of ladders while avoiding bouncing springs and fireballs.
Jumpman can use the hammers to destroy the obstacles and rescue Pauline
once again. 

In the fourth and final level, players must
navigate a series of platforms while avoiding Donkey Kong's rolling
barrels and fireballs. The level is more difficult than the previous
ones, with faster and more unpredictable obstacles. The game continues
to loop through these four levels, increasing in difficulty each time.
Players earn points by rescuing Pauline and defeating Donkey Kong, with
the goal of achieving a high score. 

As with the best platform
games, Donkey Kong is fiendishly addictive and has a great concept. A
hand-held version of the game was released in 1981 - to great success.
Believe it or not, the original intention with Donkey Kong was to have
characters from the Popeye cartoon but this was scrapped when they
couldn't get the rights. Universal actually took out a lawsuit on
Donkey Kong because they believed it infringed on their King Kong
rights. Universal did not win this rather silly lawsuit in the end. It
transpired that Universal didn't even own the rights to King Kong
because it was public domain. 

Donkey Kong, in various forms, has
been ported to numerous game systems and been updated and modernised
constantly. It is all down to personal taste but for some fans the best
oout the home system versions of this game is Donkey Kong Country.
Donkey Kong Country is a side-scrolling platformer video game developed
by Rare and released for the Super Nintendo Entertainment System (SNES)
in 1994. The game follows the adventures of Donkey Kong and his nephew
Diddy Kong as they try to retrieve their stolen banana hoard from the
greedy King K. Rool and his Kremling minions. Donkey Kong Country
received critical acclaim for its impressive graphics, innovative
gameplay mechanics, and memorable soundtrack. 

You should definitely play Donkey Kong Country but don't forget the classic original game too. 


DOOM (1993)

What
can one possibly say about id Software's Doom? This was the quantum
leap for 90s gaming. It was Wolfenstein 3D turned up not to eleven but
to a million and eleven. Gaming would never quite be the same again
after Doom. It is is arguably the most influential and famous video
game of all time. Is there anyone left in the world who isn't familiar
with Doom by now? In this FPS game you play a space marine who must
fight hordes of demons who have invaded from Hell thanks to a
teleportation accident. 

Suffice to say, plot is not especially
important in these old classic FPS games. There is no boring intro or
tutorials. You are straight into the action - the onscreen mayhem
backed by an enjoyably obstreperous and earwormy soundtrack inspired by
heavy metal bands. The unforgettable enemies in Doom are the zombiemen
(basically zombie soldiers), the fireball hurling Imps, Demons and
their invisible counterparts Spectres, Barons of Hells, those pesky
Cacodemons, the even peskier flaming skulled Lost Souls (which, let's
be honest, are pretty annoying), the monstrous Cyberdemons, and
Spiderdemons.

As you go through the rogues gallery of baddies
you'll need more firepower to put down the more powerful enemies but
thankfully the game has you more than covered on that front with the
plasma gun, the rocket launcher and the BFG9000 - a weapon of immense
power which fires a deadly green bolt of energy at its unfortunate
targets. You begin the game with a pistol but you won't be using that
once you get your hands on Doom's satisfying shotgun. There is also a
nifty chain gun. If you ever run out of ammo you can resort to punching
demons in the face - which is ok in an emergency but not ideal. Oh, and
let's not forget the chainsaw too. The chainsaw can carve its way
through closely bunched enemies in brutal fashion. 

In many
ways Doom was our crash course in the FPS genre. It taught us circle
strafing, dodging projectiles, and weapon selection according to which
enemy you are facing. In more modern FPS games you tend to be limited
in how many weapons you can carry - which can be annoying because you
have to drop weapons to pick up others. Doom allows you to carry as
many weapons as you find. Sure, it is unrealistic that the Doom Slayer
(as the character later came to be known) can carry all these weapons
(!) but it's a just a video game so who cares? Doom is not interested
in realism. It is just out to give you a good time. 

Doom was
controversial when it first came out for its Satanic imagery and
violence but that furore, like similar controversies involving Dungeons
& Dragons and the Harry Potter books, seems rather silly today.
This is cartoon sci-fi violence and nothing to protest against. I'd
imagine the first level of Doom is so engrained in the memory of 90s
gamers that they could play it blindfolded. It is the perfect
introduction to the game. The sprites might look chunky to today's
youngsters but Doom was a thing of wonder in its day and it is still
incredibly playable. Go on YouTube. There are still many channels doing
Doom walkthroughs and people come up with new expansions and levels all
the time. 

As ever with FPS games of this era, you shall be
searching for keys to open doors and if you do a bit of exploration
you'll be rewarded with secrets. You have to pick up medical kits to
restore health and there are various power ups which give you health
and invulnerability. Doom is heavily influenced by Aliens (I believe it
started life with the vague aim of being a licenced Aliens game) with
its futuristic bases and military compounds. The sci-fi trappings are
blended with a general dose of Evil Dead style horror. 

It is
the simplicity of early FPS games which makes them so enjoyable to
revisit today. The games were all about playability and did not festoon
you with some elaborate storyline which you were supposed to learn.
Doom was not the first FPS game but nonetheless it still feels like the
grandfather of the genre and a game which cast the longest and biggest
shadow. Doom was also innovative in that it was the first game to
become a multiplayer and deathmatch staple. 

Doom betrays its
age in that you can't jump or look up and down but in terms of its
gameplay it remains timeless and more than worthy of its enduring fame.



DOOM II: HELL ON EARTH (1994)

Doom II was a slightly
unusual sequel in that it used the same engine as the first game and so
felt more like an expansion pack than a true new game in the franchise
but that's perfectly fine because if it ain't broke why fix it? You get
30 new levels of Doom goodness here with our plucky space marine
discovering that Hell has now invaded Earth. Suffice to say, he's going
to have to dust off his chainsaw and shotgun and kick a copious amount
of Demon backside once again. 

The level design is generally
well up to par (that city level is a trifle samey and disappointing
though) in this sequel and although it's more of the same really in
terms of gameplay there does seem to be a bit more ambition with some
of the levels. There are plenty of secrets to find and more banging
tunes on the soundtrack. One thing that does freshen things up are the
introduction of new enemies like the Chain gunner, Hell Knight,
Mancubus, Revenant, Arachnotron, Pain Elemental, and Arch-vile. These
new baddies make the game more challenging than the original Doom. 

You
only get one new weapon in the game but what a weapon it is. Behold the
super shotgun. This beast has three times the stopping power of the
ordinary shotgun and will take down a gang of zombie soldiers like pins
in a bowling alley. The super shotgun is great fun to use and will get
you out of some tight spots when you need to quickly clear a room or
area of soldiers. Part of the fun of Doom is working out which weapons
are the most effective against specific enemies. A shotgun will take
down the Imps but you'll need something more powerful for some of the
new enemies. 

The horror elements are up to par in Doom II too
and it's certainly scary when the Arch-vile is introduced. You need to
put down Arch-viles as fast as possible because not only will they burn
you to death given half a chance but they'll also resurrect enemies.
Doom II's levels are quite eclectic in style at times (which is a
consequence of different people working on the game) and some are
better than others but on the whole this offers more enjoyably violent
Doom mayhem for those loved the original. When you are running through
the military barracks mowing down zombie soldiers in Doom II, well,
that's about as much fun as games get. Doom II is a good time again for
demon slayers everywhere. 

The original Doom games got further
expansions (and many unlicenced wads). Thy Flesh Consumed was a bonus
episode on The Final Doom release and takes place between Doom and Doom
II. Thy Flesh Consumed was designed for those who thought the original
Doom was too easy and is devilishly difficult in its early levels. If
you want a challenge then Thy Flesh Consumed will provide that. The
same goes for The Plutonia Experiment expansion - which is brutally
difficult at times. TNT: Evilution is less revered than other Doom
expansions but worth a look. I should mention too that Doom II got an
expansion in 1996 entitled Master Levels for Doom II. This was made up
of 20 Wad files by various authors. 


DOOM 64 (1997)

Doom
64 is a first-person shooter video game developed and published by
Midway Games. It was released in 1997 for the Nintendo 64 gaming
console. Doom 64 is not a port of Doom but an entirely new game with
new levels and a different engine. It is Doom - only not Doom as we
previously knew it. Doom 64 seems to be finally getting the love it
deserves now which is long overdue if you ask me. This is a game I had
great fun playing. In some ways Doom 64 actually anticipates Brutal
Doom a little bit in the way the weapons feel punchier and more
powerful. I didn't initially go into Doom 64 with huge expectations but
I was pleasantly surprised at how much I enjoyed this game. 

Even
by 1997, Doom 64 was a little bit twee with its sprites but it has
lashings of atmosphere and the sparse industrial soundtrack with weird
noises is perfectly in sync with the horror atmosphere. There is a
palpable atmosphere of, well, doom in this game! The levels can get
quite claustrophobic and cramped at times but this adds to the
challenge and amps up the horror. The game does though open up later on
with bigger environments. 

All the weapons from the previous
Doom games are back and fun to use again but you do get a new weapon
with the Unmaker - a powerful weapon which fires lasers. To power this
up fully though you'll need to find three demon keys. If you have a
fully powered Unmaker then even the most difficult enemies are easy
pickings. Even without the keys you still get an Unmaker but it won't
have the full devastating effect. The first time I played this game I
had no idea about the demon keys but you should try to find them if you
give Doom 64 a whirl because the fully powered Unmaker is fun to use. 

Though
the game unavoidably looks dated today there is some inventive use of
lights in that trippy red/black room you encounter early on. The game
is challenging but never unfair and some of the levels are very well
designed. There are a few moments where finding a particular key (as
with other early Doom games, finding different coloured key cards is
crucial to progress and opening doors) is a trifle obtuse and confusing
but you have YouTube to hand these days I suppose if you get really
stuck. 
Most of the familiar Doom enemies are back too - only
different somehow. The fact that Doom 64 is more Doom but in a
completely different presentation is all part of the fun and charm.
There apparently wasn't enough room for the revenants, chain gunners
and arch-viles to be in the game - which is a shame. Well, the chain
gunners are pains so maybe that isn't such a shame. I really like the
sound FX of the weapons in this game and I love the Doom 64 chain gun
in particular. There are a few mean traps in the game but on the whole
this is a game that seasoned FPS veterans should be able to get
through. 

Versions of Doom 64 for PC, Nintendo Switch,
PlayStation 4, and Xbox One by Nightdive Studios were later released on
March 20, 2020. There were also new levels. Happily, many people were
able to discover Doom 64 for the first time. Hardened Doom fans though
had always been aware of Doom 64 and always been aware of what a great
little unappreciated game it was. Doom 64 is a fascinating chapter in
the history of Doom and, more importantly than that, still a very
enjoyable game to play. 


DRAGON'S LAIR (1983) 

Dragon's
Lair is a laserdisc video game published by Cinematronics in 1983. The
game was unique because it featured animation by ex-Disney animator Don
Bluth. It was a lavish and enticing looking game and had the player
taking the role of Dirk the Daring, a knight attempting to rescue
Princess Daphne from the evil dragon Singe. However, the game was not a
game in the sense that other arcade games were games. In Dragon's Lair
you made a series of choices and then watched what happened to Dirk
next as a consequence of your choice. It was sort of like a 'choose
your fate' adventure rather than the joystick waggling, button pressing
action romp gamers were used to playing. 

Dragon's Lair was
popular at first but this type of game didn't catch on. Watching the
game's hero Dirk the Daring get killed in cartoon animation simply
became annoying (and expensive) for players. Even you eventually worked
out the pattern of choices to beat the game you'd have little
motivation to return to it again. You either got fed up watching Dirk
die or learned the pattern to beat the game. Either option cost you a
lot of money. 

Dragon's Lair didn't have the long lasting
appeal that Bluth might have hoped (although it was - rather
pointlessly in most cases - ported to numerous home gaming systems with
varying degrees of failure) and wasn't the industry game changer it
seemed to be at the time but for a brief moment Dragon's Lair was all
the rage and the main attraction of arcades in the early eighties. 

Yes,
this game was expensive and frustrating and quite often it didn't even
work but all the same there was something magical and unique about
Dragon's Lair. I can remember encountering this game in an arcade and
it was like a flame to moths. The main attraction. That incredible
animation made it unlike anything else and lured people towards the
machine like shuffling zombies heading towards a shopping mall. Despite
its reputation for being frustrating and expensive a lot of people
(with deeper pockets than me) did beat the game. 

This type of
game didn't catch on at all but as a failed experiment it is
fascinating to look back on. Dragon's Lair is not going to take over
your life or be a game that you get long lasting playability out of but
it is an experience if nothing else and a pure dose of eighties
nostalgia. It was the third most popular arcade machine of 1983 and
deserves a mention for historical reasons alone. The reputation of the
game is mixed but that lovely animation makes it something that is
worth experiencing at least once. 

There was a similar follow
up game called Space Ace in 1985 and also a direct sequel called
Dragon's Lair II: Time Warp. There was even an ABC kids cartoon in 1985
but that only lasted thirteen episodes. You can play Dragon's Lair
today in its original form through an emulator. The home ports of this
game in the 80s and 90s were all over the shop and a lot of them were
dreadful (and also mostly had little to do with the actual arcade game
due to the fact it was impossible to replicate the animation). The best
home version of Dragon's Lair was probably the Amiga one. The Amiga
port was a lovely looking game and got pretty good reviews to
boot.  
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