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Pallet Town


I was nine years old when I first saw Pokémon—not as video game creatures or anime characters, not even as manga page drawings or trading card art, but as a sticker. And that’s all it took.


This fateful meeting occurred as I shopped in a Super Kmart in small-town North Carolina, a department store that, in fall 1998, already seemed on the verge of decrepitude. Its aisles were too close together, its stock seemed to have been so haphazardly placed on the shelves that it risked falling on you, and the whole thing smelled like the automotive section. The entire store rested in a fog of tire and seat cleaner aroma.


The video game area happened to be nestled next to the aisle with the motor oil and air fresheners, meaning that every trip to see the Nintendo 64 and PlayStation mandated plunging into the deep end. But on that day I was far too invested in my discovery to pay attention to the odor. I’d snuck away from my parents to stare at the quiltlike array of titles. Not that I’d be able to afford many of them—my family was firmly middle class and blue collar. It was nice to look, though, and to imagine the fantasies that lay behind labels like The Legend of Zelda: Ocarina of Time and Resident Evil.


At the far end of the aisle was the Game Boy section, where the handheld console and its wares reigned. These titles often went unnoticed by me at that age, as I figured that its selection of 8-bit adventures was simply a step down from those offered on the bigger (and more expensive) systems. That day, though, I lingered. In the bottom right corner of the glass, emblazoned on a sticker that almost seemed random in its placement, were the words: “POKÉMON! GOTTA CATCH ’EM ALL! COMING FALL 1998.”


Below this declaration were three monsters: a friendly yellow mouse with a tail shaped like a lightning bolt, a bipedal turtle with cannons extending from its shoulders, and a large wasp with drills on its forelimbs. Later, I’d come to know them as Pikachu, Blastoise, and Beedrill—just three of the advertised 150 monsters available to capture and train in the first set of Pokémon games—but for now they remained “nice rat,” “turtle man,” and “nightmare.” Nonetheless, I was intrigued. I had to meet these things and, when I did, I had to catch them all.


I would receive Pokémon Red Version and a purple Game Boy Color on my birthday in the spring of the following year, after spending months cajoling my parents about its wonder and social benefits and evangelizing the animated series whenever it came on TV. It wasn’t the first time I had played it (on a school field trip to the zoo, I borrowed my friend’s Game Boy and actively considered robbing him, such was my desire to keep playing Pokémon) and as soon as I got the console in my hands, some form of Pokémon game would stay there for the next four or so years.


This book is about those four or so years.


Not about me. No one on earth deserves 70,000 words about me trying to sneak Pokémon Red into Scout camp multiple times. Or an entire chapter about how I brought my Game Boy to a middle school dance and during Outkast’s “Ms. Jackson,” it fell out of my pocket, forcing me to scramble around on the floor for it, ruining the awkward gyration of at least four preteens.


Instead, this is about the four or so years that nearly everyone I know experienced, the years when Pokémon came to North America, and the media, along with various school groups, religious organizations, and countless parents, had no idea of how to handle it and its rampant popularity. Many people have referred to these years as “Pokémania,” a moniker that treats it less like a capable franchise that happened to be packaged in an extremely effective manner and more like an affliction. Once your kid had the Pokémania, it was over. There was no cure. You were simply stuck buying trading cards and figurines for your ill child until the fever passed, not that anyone at the time had any idea of when it would.


What were some of the symptoms? At first, one could expect their child to wake up early (usually around six-thirty to seven in the morning) to catch Pokémon on TV. And, if the disease didn’t clear up, then eventually you might find them huddled intensely over Game Boys with friends, connected with a link cable and spreading the virus among one another. They would be sprinting into their local malls to participate in trading card game events. The sick could often be witnessed asking movie theater employees if they had any more special edition cards before dragging their parents along as they crowded into a dark room to watch both a nearly dialogue-free short film about Pokémon playing with one another… and then stay for a Pokémon feature film that followed. The truly ailing might even one day ask you to take them to a nearby theater to see the characters perform live.


Pokémania came swiftly and without much warning. At first there was the anime on TV screens and then, within weeks, a game on shelves. The 1998 Christmas season saw a solid number of Pokémon offerings, and by the next year’s holidays, those offerings had increased exponentially. There was seemingly no stopping Pokémon, forcing those out of the loop to wonder just how so much had come so fast out of nowhere.


Of course, despite what the media or critics said, it didn’t come out of nowhere. Far, far from it, in fact. Pokémon had spent nearly ten years gestating in Japan, first during its exhausting development by the nascent game studio Game Freak and then as Nintendo’s new breakout hit that defied all expectations with its consistent success and ability to birth numerous spinoffs. It’s important to remember that Pokémon was created from a dream about Japan, about its wildlife and about a sense of discovery, which is something that is often paved over, and this book will tell some of those stories, too.


It’s also impossible to talk about Pokémania and all that grew from it without talking about the budding games and shows that weren’t Pokémon. For in its wake as the hype reached fever pitch, other franchises emerged and became entangled with or engulfed by it. In North America, Pokémon’s blockbuster status kicked off a pop culture arms race of sorts, one that saw various publishers and licensing outlets attempt to catch ’em all themselves, with “’em” being series based around monster collecting. Some of these companies produced little more than a Pokémon copycat to spawn merchandise and then be thrown at any child that would pay attention. Others were treated with more care, as those in charge realized that one size didn’t fit all and that what worked for Pokémon would perhaps betray the qualities of the product they currently had in their hands. They also have their own stories, some of which we will explore in this book, despite all the finger pointing from pundits that everything was simply ripping off Pikachu and its many brethren.


Among these “rip-offs” are Digimon, the sibling project to the virtual pet Tamagotchi, whose focus on fighting monsters led to a splurge of tie-in products and an extremely poignant animated adaptation, as well as Yu-Gi-Oh!, which began as a manga author’s eureka moment and evolved into a trading card game of gargantuan proportions. There’s also Medabots, a series about collectible fighting robots that is eternally underrated; and Monster Rancher, which provided an intriguing system of creating monsters, but would unfortunately fossilize itself; and many more, including Cardcaptors, an anime that wasn’t supposed to be like Pokémon in the first place.




What unites all these franchises, or at least the best of them, isn’t just the focus on finding and training monsters, nor is it the varying levels of outrage, confusion, and critique that each received. Rather, it’s the focus on connection, on the idea that each of these series was deeply interested in how we play and, more importantly, how we play with others, whether it’s done in the spirit of calm collaboration or heated competition. Each of these was created with that in mind, and it’s in these intentions that the franchises have their beating hearts. What Monster Kids is truly about is how the hearts of Pokémon and its rival franchises were revealed to the world, how they were presented, and sold, and altered in ways that garnered millions and millions of fans. I believe that everyone has the capacity to be a Monster Kid, able to relay their thoughts and desires through outlandish worlds and surprisingly thoughtful creatures. We are meant to dream as youths, and some of us are meant to dream of monsters. What these series did, all popping up over the course of a few years, was provide an outlet for kids like me and our dreams.


In the process of writing Monster Kids, I interviewed dozens of people who helped make these franchises happen. Some worked on acquiring Pokémon and these other properties from Japan, seeing the promise in them and deciding that they deserved to be shared. Some worked on localizing them, translating the games and anime and, in many cases, retooling them to reach the widest audiences possible. Some worked on providing voices, bringing our favorite characters and monsters to life in ways that are often equal parts nostalgic and ridiculous. In talking with these people, I’ve learned that some continue to love the series that they worked on, while others haven’t thought about it for years. There are a few who would do things differently now and those who thought that the fictional characters and worlds they’d become attached to weren’t destined for success at all, but rather doomed to be cautionary tales of the dangers of imported media.


Regardless of intentions or outlook, their stories are important. Things are very different now. Pokémon is no longer an untested concept, and franchises like Digimon and Yu-Gi-Oh! are far past being monster-collecting underdogs. Each has produced some of the most recognizable and financially successful series that the world has ever seen and revolutionized their mediums of choice. In fact, fans of Pokémon (or Digimon, or Monster Rancher, or, hopefully, Medabots) became fans of not only their favorite franchise, but of mediums that continue to change the tides of whole industries. Before Pokémon, the Game Boy line was thought to be on its last legs, a relic better left in a museum than a bedroom. Pokémon would breathe new life into it and completely overhaul what we consider to be the capabilities of handheld systems. Because of Pokémon, some fans were introduced to Japanese animation, or anime, on a grand scale, which was localized and placed alongside some of the heaviest hitters that Western cartoons had to offer at the time. This created lifelong devotees and often influenced other companies to give anime a chance, whereas before they’d seen it as the exclusive interest of niche enthusiasts.


Admittedly, in writing this book, it is easy to see that Pokémon occupies an undeniably weird spot in pop culture. The fact that it’s a fairly benign story about befriending others and caring for the world that was turned into a cross-market goliath of rampant branding is not lost on me. As with all art, we often must wrestle with and reconcile how it is created and how it is sold. Monster Kids also looks at how children are seen as potential consumers waiting for advertising’s pied piper and clever identifiers of their own distinct personal tastes, something that wasn’t lost on the gaming and animation industries.


My discovery of Pokémon was less of an encounter and more of a collision, like standing in the tide and getting hit by a wave that you weren’t expecting. In the days following the release of its animated and video game forms in 1998, the entire atmosphere had changed in my school, my household, and my circle of friends. It became the focus of conversation, of debate, and of intense speculation. Then when Digimon arrived around a year later, we picked our sides and stood our ground, arguments about the merits of Pikachu and his hundreds of monster buddies echoing across the playground. However, it wasn’t meant to last forever. Monster Kids is about that, too.


Pokémon never truly went away, and neither did many of its competitors and compatriots. Most of the initial claims that it would crash and burn, disappearing from our cultural consciousness as quickly as it arrived, were proven quite wrong. But it’s undeniable that Pokémania did eventually wane. Theaters became emptier, cards that once sold with stock market heat went to the clearance section, news broadcasts that warned parents of Pokémon’s impending effects on their children (and their wallets) moved on to new things. Pokémon was never over; instead it became so integrated in our lives that it felt like it was controversy becoming comfort food.


Monster Kids explores how that happened, how Pokémon got its start, how it spread, and how it created a trend of unimaginable size. It’s also about the effects it had on media and marketing, many of which are still around now. Most importantly, though, it’s about how a generation of us became Monster Kids and how the tagline “Gotta catch ’em all!” forever changed our lives (or at least our hobbies). Whether you were puzzled by it, lived through it, or wish to know what all the fuss was about, I hope you enjoy the story of these pocket-sized monsters.


Because trust me, experiencing it was unforgettable.
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Chapter 1



BUGS ON A WIRE
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The modern Pokémon franchise is almost too enormous to conceive. In fact, it’s hard to find a medium that it hasn’t permeated and thrived in. Go to your local Target or Walmart, and you’ll spot it in the video game section, in with the movies, toy, clothing, and school supplies aisles… It’s probably even in the grocery aisles, too. No, you can’t eat Pokémon here in the real world (in the Pokémon world, it’s a different story), but there’s likely at least a box of colorful fruit gummies with shapes molded to loosely resemble some of the more popular characters. It’s reaped billions and billions of dollars worldwide and was the pop culture tastemaker for millions of kids and young adults from Gen X to Gen Z. Pokémon isn’t just popular—it’s pretty much unavoidable.


And it all started with bugs.


Not the technological kind, though those tiny glitches and mishaps in code would become frequently associated with the debut Pokémon installments, often making for odd, memorable surprises. Some of them would even become the equivalent of playground folklore. We’re also not talking about the “Bug” type Pokémon, just one type of the eventual fifteen elemental groups that Pokémon’s creators would use to classify the magical critters. Bug types are another frequent presence in early Pokémon games, constructed in such a way that they often seem like six-legged training wheels that you practice with before you delve further into the games, where the beasts only grow bigger and more explosive. No, the bugs that provided the eureka moment for Pokémon are the very real creepy crawlers that probably leave most of the people you know disgusted at their mere presence. However, not for Satoshi Tajiri. Born in Machida, a city in the western Tokyo Metropolis, Japan, in 1965, Tajiri was a bug enthusiast to the extent that his friends nicknamed him “Dr. Bug.” “Every new insect was a wonderful mystery,” he told TIME magazine about gathering them. “And as I searched for more, I would find more.” He even wanted to be an entomologist, which, luckily for Pokémon fans and this book, was a career path he didn’t take.


It wasn’t just bug collecting in the fairly rural areas near his home that enraptured the young Satoshi. He was also a fan of and inspired by Japanese comics (called manga) and the series Ultraman, an extremely influential character created by the special effects wizard behind the Godzilla film series, Eiji Tsuburaya. In the show, an intergalactic warrior collides with a member of the intrepid Science Patrol, the effortlessly brave and charming Shin Hayata. Hayata is given a “Beta Capsule” that allows him to transform into the hero Ultraman whenever earth is threatened by giant monsters much like the one that the warrior was chasing before his unfortunate crash.


And those giant monsters? Well, they are numerous and inventively designed with a new one coming to menace Ultraman, the Science Patrol, and mankind as we know it in almost every episode. If that wasn’t enough of a hint of things to come, a later Ultraman series, 1967’s Ultra Seven, would involve actual “capsule monsters.” These were battle-ready monsters contained in a little box that could be used by the hero to fight for him. Remember that plot device, and the phrase “capsule monsters,” because this isn’t the last time you’ll hear them.


“Everything I did as a kid is kind of rolled into Pokémon,” Tajiri told TIME, but sadly, one of the ingredients of his childhood was quickly changing. Satoshi’s hometown was already the location of massive growth when he was a child, and the construction of the Tama New Town development, and many other developments like it, would bring hundreds of thousands of people there. Then, in the years after World War II and the ensuing Allied occupation, Japan began swiftly urbanizing so, by the time Tajiri was fifteen, Machida’s population had tripled, and the country’s population had risen 20 percent. With the encroaching concrete apartment buildings and retail locations came fewer and fewer places for bugs to live. Real bugs, much like the ones in the Pokémon series, tend to prefer fields and forests over streets, sidewalks, and shoe soles.


Bug collecting is the hobby that Pokémon fans usually cite when discussing the origins of their preferred franchise, but it was only part of the reason. Tajiri was also getting older, and soon he was introduced to another hobby that would fuel his dreams. Arcades were booming in popularity around Tokyo, and attempts to paint them as hubs for juvenile delinquency likely only made them more appealing to a teenage clientele. Ironically, these arcades were probably built over some of the spots where Tajiri and his pals would have hunted for bugs a few decades earlier, but they made Tajiri a fan of video games, setting him on course to change pop culture history.


Such was his fascination with arcades and gaming technology that his pursuits leaned toward the self-made—as a teenager, Tajiri created dojinshi (which are self-published magazines) with a name that’s familiar to anyone who’s ever booted up a Pokémon game: Game Freak. Providing arcade game tips and strategies to eager players, Game Freak became a welcome resource for devotees who flocked to the magazine shop to learn the tricks necessary to help them master any of the games lining the arcade walls. Among Game Freak’s readers were future collaborators who would eventually become video game icons themselves, most notably longtime Pokémon designer Ken Sugimori. His interest in video games had overtaken his childhood obsession with cartoons and animation, so he decided to reach out to Tajiri to work on the magazine and, eventually, far beyond.


Despite going well past the efforts seen from usual fans, talking about video games and helping others out with them weren’t scratching Tajiri’s itch to be a part of the industry—he wanted to make games. The games available, typically variations of the same games that had littered arcades for nearly a decade at this point, “weren’t very good” in his opinion, and he figured he could do better. So he took apart a Famicom, a Nintendo Entertainment System, which was at that time the best-selling video game console in Japan, to see how it worked. However, the home console wouldn’t be the object of Tajiri’s fixation even as he learned how to program games for it. Instead, he set his hopes on a handheld one—Tajiri wanted the Game Boy.


Sometimes Simple Is Best


Originally beginning as the producer of playing cards, Nintendo evolved over the course of the twentieth century into a video game development and publishing powerhouse. Their console releases included heavy-hitters like the Famicom, the Game & Watch, and then, in 1989, the Game Boy. Though it was the pride and joy of Nintendo’s legendary Research & Development No. 1 team, the Game Boy of 1989 is a far cry from the handhelds of today. It was a sizable, thick, gray rectangle, more closely resembling a cheap toaster than a Nintendo Switch. And even in its initial heyday, it was easily outpaced in terms of power by its handheld competitors. Systems like the Sega Game Gear and Atari’s Lynx were capable of better graphics, better sound, and less toaster-ness.


On paper, the Game Boy didn’t stand a chance. Kids would see its simple-looking games and flock literally anywhere else, since video games are a medium where popularity is very often based on looks. Even though, time and time again, a great design does better in the long run—take, for example, Nintendo’s Mario, who hasn’t changed all that much since the mid-nineties, and yet we treat every new Mario game installment as the pinnacle of our species—having the most lifelike graphics possible is better in the short term because it’s seen as a progressive artistic achievement. So if the space marine that you control looks more realistic when tearing the heads off demons than the other guy’s space marine, you win.


Despite being outmatched in power and graphics, the Game Boy crushed its competition thanks to its ability to, one, give players the experiences they wanted and, two, give them these experiences for a very long time. The Game Boy’s battery life was hard to beat, and, considering that these handhelds were designed to offer kids a chance to play games outside of the confines of their living rooms, this was a huge factor. The user manual claims that, depending on the “Game Pak and temperature,” the four AA batteries could power up to fifteen hours of gaming. That’s borderline eternal when you put it next to the Sega Game Gear, which lasted from three to five hours with an army of six AAs before bidding players adieu. A Sega Game Gear died an ugly death on a too-long car ride, while a Game Boy laughed at its mortality.


The console also had a more consistent library than others, which is kind of an easy win when the catalog includes things like Super Mario Land and the block-stacking phenomenon Tetris. A quick aside: If you take anything away from this book, aside from the deeply necessary and positively vital knowledge about monster-collecting series from the late nineties, it’s this: when in doubt, package your gaming system with Tetris. Classic titles like that made every Game Boy a treat and left the act of unwrapping a Game Gear under the Christmas tree on the wrong side of history.


These were all good reasons to become interested in the Game Boy’s hardware, but Tajiri was focused on something else: He admired the console’s link system, which allowed players to “link up” to another Game Boy through a cable that was plugged into a port on the console’s upper left side. Today, this sounds about as archaic as making a telephone out of two cans attached to opposite ends of a string, but the link cable allowed video game players and their friends to connect and compete, most famously on Tetris. Plus, the cables were packaged with the Game Boys, so every household that bought the system was bound to have at least one lying around somewhere.


It’s because of the link cable that Tajiri’s fantasy took form. He envisioned bugs crawling back and forth along the cables with kids playing the Game Boys engaged in fierce competition but also in “interactive communication.” This dream laid the framework for what would become “Pokémon trading,” an action that has been with the franchise since the very beginning and, in the early days, was its prime selling point.


Tajiri’s amateur study of game design (along with the knowledge of his friends) led him to scrap Game Freak as a magazine and transform it into a video game development company. In the years to come, he continued to write for various other magazines from time to time for extra money, but his main focus now fell on actual game creation. And it didn’t take long for Game Freak’s inaugural effort to be released; the puzzle game Quinty was born in 1989 and was later renamed Mendel Palace when it was released in America on the Nintendo. While a far cry from the revolutionary role-playing game that would be Game Freak’s magnum opus, Quinty (and other games developed in the early nineties) are important to the history of Pokémon because they essentially helped keep the lights on as the team got their feet wet in the trials of game development. A puzzle game where the player flips tiles to deal with enemies, Quinty doesn’t have much in common with Pokémon except being fun to play, which is really all that matters.


From Capsules to Pockets


Okay, the name Pokémon has been used a lot already, but that wasn’t always the game’s title. Remember those “capsule monsters” used by the hero in Ultra Seven? Well, Capsule Monsters or “Capumon” was the original title that Tajiri and Sugimori pitched to Nintendo in 1990 when they presented their grand monster-collecting adventure. They were pretty set as the name of the franchise, too, until trademarking it became troublesome, so they changed it over to Pocket Monsters. No real loss, though. Thankfully, both “capsule” and “pocket” do similar jobs of conveying a vibe of “Hey, these are handy monsters that you can just carry around!”


The premise of Capsule Monsters should be familiar, not just to people who know the history of the franchise, but to anyone who’s been within spitting distance of a Pokémon game. The game focuses on creating and trading a team of monsters as you travel around a fictional world, and it shouldn’t be too much of a surprise that the early monster and setting concepts are reminiscent of what would eventually come down the line. According to Sugimori, now classic monsters like the armored Rhydon, the cuddly Clefairy, and aquatic Lapras, which are all staples of the first Pokémon games, were originally meant to be included in Capsule Monsters.


That said, this game isn’t a 100 percent clean Poké-prototype. For instance, it was set to contain 200 creatures, a third more than the 150 that would, officially, make it into the first Pokémon games. Also, trainers, the title given to players and all those who have decided to make raising these monsters their life’s purpose, were supposed to fight alongside their Pokémon.


If this sounds baffling to you, you’re not alone. “If you could fight on your own, what’s the point of having Pokémon?” Sugimori said in an interview with Nintendo about the abandoned concept. And that’s understandable. If given the choice between getting the stuffing punched out of you by a total stranger in the woods or letting combat-hardened dragons tussle in your stead, most would go with Option B.


Another difference between the games lay in the way the players acquired their monsters. Tajiri wrote in the planning documents that “rather than defeating them in battle, as you’ve done in RPGs up until now,” you were going to gain Pokémon allies through a kind of “charisma” statistic. Basically, you had to get monsters to think you were cool if you wanted them to hang out with you. This definitely resonated with the idea of trainers and their Pokémon being best friends and travel partners, rather than players simply being monster-kidnapping warlords.


Kindred Spirits


With our modern knowledge of Pokémon and what it would become, this all sounds like a no-brainer, right? Collecting monsters and battling with them? Seems like Nintendo president Hiroshi Yamauchi should’ve just backed a dump truck full of cash up to Tajiri’s office and waited for success to roll in. However, Nintendo wasn’t exactly thrilled when the game was first pitched. In fact, they didn’t quite get it, and despite the success of role-playing games like The Final Fantasy Legend, which would influence Pokémon and its visuals, executives weren’t sold. It seemed like Tajiri and his friends might not get the funds they needed, and Tajiri wasn’t about to embark on his legend-in-the-making journey.


That is until another legend-in-the-making stepped up to bat for him.


If there was a Mount Rushmore of video game creators, then Shigeru Miyamoto would be on that sacred monument for having helped create ridiculously successful series like Mario, Donkey Kong, and The Legend of Zelda. He’d worked with Nintendo since 1977 and was well liked by its president and well-respected by his peers, so if Miyamoto vouched for you and your ideas, it meant a lot. And he liked Tajiri and found promise in the idea of Pocket Monsters, so, with Miyamoto’s support, the idea was accepted. Nintendo hired Game Freak to develop the game.


Looking at their backstories and interests, it makes sense why Miyamoto would be drawn to Pokémon’s creator. As a child, Miyamoto also liked to explore nature and often wandered the caves and forests near his hometown of Kyoto, Japan, and relished the sensation of childhood discovery. This thrill of entering unknown locations with nothing but scant supplies and your own bravery was a feeling that would inspire the creation of The Legend of Zelda, a series that, like Pokémon, thrives by invoking the rush of an adventure.


This also wouldn’t be the last time that Miyamoto made a call that would alter the trajectory of the franchise forever. According to current Pokémon producer Junichi Masuda, it was Miyamoto who suggested putting different Pokémon on different game cartridges, giving each of them a handful of their own unique monsters. This would turn the need to trade in order to “catch ’em all” from a fun aspect to a necessity and is a practice that has stuck around to the present.


Despite Nintendo’s immense status, having the support of Nintendo didn’t mean having unlimited resources. Game Freak had around ten employees for most of the making of Pokémon, and that making lasted… nearly six years. Late nights and later paychecks were the norm as Game Freak team members pulled double and triple duty. Meanwhile, Tajiri, who was directing, writing, and helping to design the game, lived with his father to save money. Even still, Game Freak employees often had to take side jobs to make ends meet and laid their hopes in hired gun projects like Yoshi to keep the enterprise funded. Some even quit when told about just how little money Game Freak had to work with at certain points in the process.
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THE LOST DECADE


It likely didn’t help Game Freak designers’ stress levels that, if their careers in video games didn’t pan out, hope was scant elsewhere. Japan’s swift urbanization came with lengthy economic prosperity in the middle parts of the twentieth century, but a financial bubble had also been steadily growing thanks to intensely optimistic amounts of spending, speculation, and record-low interest rates. Despite the efforts of the Bank of Japan and other financial institutions to avoid bankruptcy and escape quickly rising debt, the bubble forcefully exploded in the early nineties. A vast recession, later dubbed “The Lost Decade” due to its long-lasting effects on both the Japanese economy and society, left many without work and without career prospects. Over ten years, the unemployment rate nearly tripled.


For decades leading up to the Lost Decade, young people had felt assured that, when school was over, they’d join the legion of “salarymen,” an idealized role that entailed leaving your well-taken-care-of family each morning to join countless others on the way to work at a job that you were very unlikely to ever be fired from. It was the very definition of a “safe bet.” Sadly, a record number of people never saw that goal met, with businesses increasingly relying on more part-time workers, which left a demographic primed for traditional success quickly facing a sense of existential hopelessness. A need for escapism was all but assured. Luckily, Japanese pop culture, especially in the area of video games, was more than able to provide.





The employees that stuck around pushed to develop a game quite unlike any that had ever come before it. The bulk of this work involved the creation of monsters, hundreds of them.



Filling Out the Ranks


Monsters have always been a staple of video games, especially in Japanese role-playing games. Creatures like Slimes, Cactuars, and Orcs litter the locations of Final Fantasy and Dragon Quest, another series that would inspire the look and feel of Pokémon, providing opportunities for the players to slay something and earn experience, both in game technique and in the points necessary to upgrade your character to stronger forms. Rarely, though, did they look like something that might be your best friend.


The main characters of Pokémon aren’t really the trainers, but the bountiful titular pocket monsters, many of which are easily identifiable regardless of your knowledge of the games. The process of designing and redesigning each monster was a long one, with the polished creatures of today being preceded by some rough-looking abominations. Early Pokémon designs are sometimes clunky, often a little terrifying, and usually ride the line between cartoonishly appealing and morbidly obnoxious. To make the finalization process even tougher, the game designers couldn’t just create a bunch of them randomly and hope that kids would be compelled to coach them. Instead, they had to design them to fit into certain types, like the Bug type mentioned at the beginning of the chapter.


In the first pair of games, Red Version and Green Version, Pokémon could be one of fifteen elemental types: Normal, Fire, Water, Grass, Ground, Electric, Rock, Psychic, Bug, Fighting, Ice, Dragon, Ghost, Flying, and Poison. As you can imagine, many of the designs visually represented the elemental types—Fire Pokémon are typically red or somehow on fire, Fighting Pokémon are shaped like weight lifters and martial artists, and Rock types look like, well, rocks. The benefit for players was obvious: If you can guess that the fish-shaped organism is a Water type as soon as you see it, you can start to devise the tactics you need to catch it right off the bat.


Since these elemental types would need to have advantages and weaknesses to one another in a kind of rock-paper-scissors system—Fire beats Grass → Grass beats Water → Water beats Fire, etc.—Game Freak had to develop a certain number of each type so that one wasn’t more available than another. Of course, this didn’t always work out as planned. For example, the first pair of games only included three Dragon and three Ghost types, and Water types outnumbered Fire types two to one. But, oh well, chalk it up to growing pains.


As involved as Sugimori was in creating and polishing the looks of this monster parade, he actually wasn’t the one to design the most famous critter of all, the one that came to serve as a sort of brand ambassador for the franchise, and the one that you’re probably thinking of right now. Yup, Pikachu, the friendly yellow mouse with a lightning-bolt-shaped tail that’s been emblazoned on almost all the Pokémon merchandise ever released, was the creation of a young artist named Atsuko Nishida.


Queen of the Monsters


Despite being the visionary mind responsible for the designs of some of the most iconic Pokémon in the franchise, which pretty much sold the game to millions of children, Nishida doesn’t crave the spotlight. In fact, she is notoriously shy, and if you watch interviews with her, you’ll mostly see her talking while holding large Pokémon plush dolls in front of her face and torso. Thus, it’s kind of fitting that, when she was called to help with the Pocket Monsters, she was attached to an entirely different game.


One of the other projects that Game Freak was developing around the same time as Pokémon was Pulseman for Sega’s Mega Drive system. Directed by Sugimori himself, it looks very akin to the popular Mega Man games, in which you control a cyborg through various colorful, side-scrolling levels, blasting away at enemies. It is no surprise that Pulseman would also evolve into a kind of cult classic, considering that the Game Freak dream team of Tajiri, Sugimori, Masuda, and others had also worked on it. And who was working on character designs as part of that team? None other than Nishida. In fact, she was working on the designs for them when she got the call from Sugimori: He needed some adorable monsters for Pokémon.


Sugimori had grown tired of creating tough-looking monsters, so he tasked Nishida and a fellow designer named Koji Nishino to come up with monsters that were cute and had two evolutions. A major selling point of Pokémon is that if you raise your Pokémon to a certain level, they “evolve” and rapidly transform into a new, stronger form, which is tons of fun for players, but hellish for a design team. But Nishida and Nishino were up to the task. They based their concept on squirrels, and after many discussions back and forth between the two of them and Sugimori, they finally landed on the design for Pikachu, who absolutely radiates joy.


There was just one question: Would people want Pikachu? Nishino had already planned to make Pikachu a little harder to find than most other monsters, meaning that players would have to crawl around in the weeds of the digital forest for way longer if they wanted to nab one. In a game that is full of twenty-foot water dragons, four-armed fist-fighting experts, and birds that leak ice, fire, and lightning, would an adorable, reclusive electric mouse feel valuable to players? Compared to the might of some of the other Pokémon, asking kids to consider Pikachu almost seemed like an ironic request.


However, all fears would be set aside when Sugimori printed out pictures of the monster designs, including Pikachu, and asked his fellow Game Freak employees to choose the ones they preferred the most. Pikachu was the very clear winner. Always bet on Pikachu.


Of course, we know that Pikachu would go on to become Pokémon’s global emissary, a superstar who, to this day, retains a prominent role in nearly every branch of the franchise. RJ Palmer, who served as an artist for 2019’s Detective Pikachu film, claims that a lot of Pikachu’s success is due to the creature’s extremely identifiable shape and characteristics, as well as the fact that “Pikachu” sounds a lot like “Pokémon.” While that phonetic similarity doesn’t sound like a big deal, it probably makes a world of difference to a confused and frustrated parent desperately trying to tell a GameStop employee that their child wants “that Pikachu thing.” If you remember the name Pokémon, you can probably remember the name Pikachu, and vice versa.


Nishida was also responsible for the designs of Charmander, Bulbasaur, and Squirtle (or Hitokage, Fushigidane, and Zenigame as they are known in Japan), the three little starter Pokémon that players choose from at the beginning of the game and that basically serve as the invitation into the game’s wider world. It is for Pikachu, these adorable starter Pokémon, and for the other character designs she provides in many, many subsequent games in the franchise that Nishida’s role in the history of the franchise cannot be undervalued. She gave us some of the most iconic pop culture icons of the late twentieth century, and monsters that Game Freak—then later Nintendo and the Pokémon Company—could build a whole brand around.


Crash and (Nearly) Burn


The process that led to the release of the franchise’s first installments, Pokémon Red and Green, was challenging enough, but creating an appealing game with hundreds of diverse varmints that would revolutionize role-playing adventures as we knew them wasn’t the full extent of it. We haven’t even gotten into the computer crashes yet. Late in the game’s development, as current Pokémon producer Junichi Masuda recalled in an interview with Polygon, one such crash nearly ended the entire project. It was a disaster that would have rendered years of work completely useless, and it all started with a bug.


At the time games were developed on Unix computer workstations called Sun SPARCstations, which ran on proprietary hardware. The problem with this was that each company had a specific operating system, meaning that if something went wrong, you couldn’t just ask the local tech support to drop by and take a look. Unfortunately, when the computer workstations failed, they failed very uniquely.


And, as luck would have it, they failed and crashed, apparently, all the time.


One such crash ended up disconnecting the team from “… the game, all the Pokémon, the main character, and everything” they had worked so hard on. To Masuda, who’d been working on the games as a programmer and musical composer for about four years at this point, it wasn’t just a backward step. It was a Game Freak apocalypse, with the likely outcome either being a redo of mountains of previous work or calling it quits completely. So he did what anyone in the eighties could do when your computer crashed: He dove frantically into computer research.


Having previously worked a job dealing with computers, he exhausted every option, calling up his former employers for assistance, and asked an internet service provider for help. He even submerged himself in English-language books about computers, just to ensure that the years that they’d spent making Pokémon weren’t a waste and that all their work wasn’t gone forever. Eventually, they managed to get everything running again, but it left the team a little shaken. For a moment, it seemed like Pocket Monsters had ended before it even had a chance to begin. Then again, if some predictions were correct, it wouldn’t even be a beginning worth surviving for.


Bad Timing


In the five and a half years that Pokémon had been in development, the Game Boy had aged from a refreshing piece of mobile hardware to suddenly seeming to be on its last legs. Most video game consoles, including Nintendo’s, tend to last around six years, and the Game Boy was no exception. In Japan, its sales had seen a steady decline, going from nearly 3 million units sold in the 1990 fiscal year to only a million in 1995. In other regions, the numbers were a little more uneven, but the downward trend was still noticeable. In the United States and other countries, 1995 was the worst for sales since its debut year. It was clear the Game Boy had seen better days.


Watching the declining sales of the console, Nintendo and Game Freak feared that they’d sunk more than half a decade into something destined for a dying, soon-to-be-replaced system. At that time, half of Game Boy’s top ten titles ever sold had already come out. Little did they know that there would soon be a time when the rest of those games would one day all be versions of Pokémon.


Pokémon Red and Green were originally set to come out in October 1995, though the release date would be pushed to February 1996. According to current Pokémon Company president Tsunekazu Ishihara, the new date was the “worst time” to sell a game because it was far past the end of the sales season, and effectively doomed Pokémon’s debut to a time when not many people were interested in buying new video games. Still, Nintendo released and promoted the series, most notably with a commercial featuring a young girl asking baffled senior citizens in a park if they wanted to battle monsters. This is followed by short clips of people of all ages playing Pokémon Red and Green together, their Game Boys linked by a cable. From the very beginning, the intention was clear: Pokémon wasn’t something that you played alone. To get the full experience, you needed other people to play with. Possibly the elderly. Preferably within a few feet of you.


This commercial was smart marketing, but it also solidified the ideology of the entire series. Pokémon is about forming relationships between beings, whether they’re Pokémon or people and, by marketing it as a game best served in pairs—a game that kids could play with their friends and parents, or young ladies could play with octogenarians in public—it cemented that ethos. Pokémon is for everyone.


On February 27, 1996, with Pokémon Red’s box emblazoned with the fire-spitting dragon Charizard and Pokémon Green’s box lavished with the blossoming dinosaur Venusaur, the pair of games hit store shelves. The “Before Pokémon” era of civilization was over and now the “After Pikachu” one could now begin.


Only… it was pretty slow going at first.
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