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Hello there. My name is Peter Leigh. You may know me better as Nostalgia Nerd. I spend a great deal of my time documenting and discussing vintage computers and consoles, and they are something I am deeply passionate about. Where did this passion stem from? Well, I imagine like many of you reading this book, I grew up in the early days of microcomputers. I witnessed this new technology appearing year-in, year-out, and it was fascinating.


It’s hard for me to recall a specific memory that triggered my passion—mainly because there are so many—but I remember the day I first witnessed a computer at school. It was a BBC Micro, and as Mrs. Aldis wheeled it into the classroom on a red trolley, my mind was running with curiosity and excitement. What was I looking at here? It looked like a television, but then as Mrs. Aldis pressed a key something changed on-screen. You couldn’t do this with television. You couldn’t change the fate of characters on-screen with the power of just your fingers. Like that I was hooked.


This wasn’t the only experience that drew me in. My father worked as a computer programmer, back in the days when the computers took up an entire floor of an office building and used massive tape reels, just like it was ripped directly from a sci-fi movie. His interest meant that my brother, David, and I were introduced to computers at an early age. We stared incredulously at the screen while my mum pandered to our needs. Living in the UK, the choice of this computer was of course, a Sinclair ZX Spectrum. That little black box with the flash of rainbow in the corner was captivating enough, but being able to type in programs from the Dorling Kindersley Spectrum User Guide and create colorful sunsets and explosions on-screen was something else entirely.


These experiences set me on a path of seeking out the next and best technology I (my parents) could afford. It must have been around 1986 when I first cast my eyes on a ZX Spectrum. By the early 1990s I had moved on to a Commodore 64, followed by a Sega Master System, a Sega Mega Drive, an Atari ST, Amiga, and then on to the ultimate possession, an IBM Compatible PC (based around a 486DX2/50 processor no less). Each of these electronic experiences seems pretty fleeting now, but back then they lasted for what seemed like an eternity. It’s strange how time works, because now it seems to rocket past me at a blistering rate, whereas waiting a month for a new game release felt like ages in the 1980s and 1990s.
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I remember playing the Atari ST with my good friend Michael, where we’d quest through “Gauntlet II” for an entire afternoon, taking on the full persona of an elf or a fantasy derived wizard. When we’d had enough of that, we’d find ourselves strolling down the streets of “Double Dragon,” from the comfort of the living-room floor. Memories like that hold the same magic now as they did at the time.


But it didn’t take long before I wanted to understand more. Of course I wanted bigger and better games, but I was more interested in the inner-workings of these games. From that initial moment back in the mid-1980s, I was curious as to how they all worked. How exactly did pressing a joystick fire button result in Red Wizard shooting the food? How did typing “Hello” into a speech-synthesis program translate to actual audible words within less than a second? I really wanted to know.


It’s for this reason that I became involved in understanding the hardware, software, and programming as early as I could. It’s something I pursued into my adulthood. From there I realized that this passion discovered in youth would never die, and I wanted to share this knowledge, this excitement, and this enthusiasm with as many people as I could. After all, these early days only happen once, and everyone should understand where we’ve come from and how it has led to the technology we’re blessed with today. From that perspective you can gain a better understanding of how things work, and you can understand how the struggles of these pioneering companies led to a future where everything is a bit more uniform and a bit more civilized (whether or not you consider that a good or bad thing).
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So what’s in the book?


Because games were what lured me into this digital universe in the first place, it makes sense to talk about them. I could easily sit here and write about all the games for a given platform, or even just focus on one particular game and write about that. But I love so many games and so many systems that it doesn’t feel right. My favorite subject to talk about is the history of these games and the machines that ran them. I discuss the most significant gaming consoles and home computers, from where it all started in the early 1970s up to the current line of gaming platforms. I tell you a little bit about the history of each machine and how they helped progress gaming. I’ll also provide three titles for each machine that I think you Must See, Must Play, and Must Avoid.


The Must See games are titles that really pushed the system. The games that squeezed the hardware dry and in the process dazzled our senses. If you want to see what a system is capable of, look these titles up.


The Must Play games represent the title I believe you should play if you ever get the opportunity.


However, if you have a chance to play one of these systems and the game you’re given is from the Must Avoid list, then politely turn the offer down and move along.


Now, of course, these choices are subjective and tough to call, and this is especially true of the worst games. I for one know that I loved playing some games in my youth that are regarded as utterly terrible by most. So I’ve given you my opinion and hope you agree, or at least understand my reasoning. This is the only way I could keep the book to a reasonable length, while providing you with a comprehensive picture of this glorious past.


I can only hope you enjoy reading it as much as I did writing it.
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Computers, Consoles, and Games
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MAGNAVOX
ODYSSEY
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Although computers had been on the scene for a number of years, it wasn’t until Magnavox released their Odyssey in 1972 that the technology was specifically aimed toward gaming in the home. Created by Ralph Baer, Bill Harrison, and Bill Rusch, the machine (originally known as the “Brown Box”) impressed Magnavox’s VP of Marketing, Gerry Martin, enough to turn the prototype into a consumer device. Often early consoles like the Odyssey are referred to as analog machines, but really the innards are simply made up of custom discrete logic circuits, rather than based around a core microprocessor. This basic makeup meant the Odyssey was designed with no sound ability and could only display one vertical line, along with three square dots shown in white against a black background.


Two dots (paddles) were controllable by players using the dial-based analog controllers, with the path of the other dot (the ball) driven by software and interaction with the players. Essentially this was the first “Pong” machine. However, through the use of Mylar television overlays (in two sizes to fit most television screens), off-screen props and some creative ideas, 28 games were available for the system before its discontinuation in 1975.



FACT SHEET


Manufacturer: Magnavox


CPU: N/A (Discrete components)


Colors: Monochrome


RAM: N/A


Released: September 1972


Launch Market: North America


Introductory Price: $100
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Although many games were included with the console itself through a set of interchangeable game cards (which simply connect the machine’s logic circuitry in different ways), others were available to purchase separately. Most of these games simply consisted of new screen overlays and props and made use of the original set of game cards. If you were lucky, however, you could also obtain the light gun (resembling a full rifle) for $25, which itself included four games.


The console got off to a bumpy start because many consumers believed the machines would only work with Magnavox’s own line of television sets, but a commercial campaign featuring none other than Frank Sinatra helped boost sales. More than 130,000 Odysseys were manufactured by the end of 1972.
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MUST SEE: WIPEOUT


(The Magnavox Co., 1972)


At this stage the concept of pushing a machine to its limits isn’t applicable. Gameplay is very similar across all Odyssey games and the graphics are variations of the same theme. The main difference therefore lies in the spectacle. In that regard “Wipeout” stands out as looking the most impressive. Being the first home-video game racing simulation, its screen overlay certainly helps make it look the part, and even though it plays more like a board game, it’s quite an addictive experience.
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MUST PLAY: TENNIS


(The Magnavox Co., 1972)


If there’s one game the first generation of consoles are good at, it’s “Pong.” But given the Odyssey came out before Atari had coined the “Pong” moniker (their arcade machine was released just months after the Magnavox), it was known simply as “Tennis” on the Odyssey. This is the game you’re most likely to have lost hours on. Although it’s a very simple premise, it can also be highly addictive.
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MUST AVOID: STATES


(The Magnavox Co., 1972)


Coming up with 28 games for the Odyssey was never going to be easy. But “States” is really just a general-knowledge game, with the Odyssey’s role to select a random state on the screen overlay. Well, I say Odyssey; you have to select the state by twiddling the controls with your eyes closed. You then draw a card for the state you land on, you answer the question, and play continues. I suppose it’s really the first “edutainment” game, but it’s not going to keep you engaged for long, especially given you can easily send your cursor flying off-screen while trying to select a state.











FAIRCHILD
VES (CHANNEL F)
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With copycat “Pong” consoles following in the Magnavox Odyssey’s footsteps and flooding shelves, an implosion of this early market was inevitable. Something new was required—a system that offered greater variation, color, and even sound. Silicon Valley’s Fairchild Semiconductor had noticed this and was already on the case, launching the Video Entertainment System (renamed the Fairchild Channel F the following year) in November 1976.


In addition to featuring two built-in “Pong” variants, the VES was the first programmable video-game system based around ROM chip cartridges. These were designed to work with the CPU heart of the system, allowing a greater choice of experience for the consumer. Out were the tangles of discrete circuits seen in these earlier machines, and in their place were circuits designed by Jerry Lawson based around the Fairchild F8 Processor. This new design allowed eight on-screen colors and a resolution of 128 x 64 pixels to do all sorts of spectacular things. In addition to that, it allowed programmable AI and included the ability to play a single player against the computer.



FACT SHEET


Manufacturer: Fairchild Semiconductor


CPU: Fairchild F8


Colors: 8


RAM: 64 bytes


Released: November 1976


Launch Market: North America


Introductory Price: $169
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The clunky, industrial controllers of the Odyssey were also gone, with the VES sporting—what we’d refer to now—as a thumb-stick, offering 360-degree movement, as well as a twisting action to provide the traditional paddle motion.


In late 1978, Zircon International Incorporated purchased the rights to the system, and released an updated system called the Channel F System 2. This version was licensed in Europe under various names, such as the Adman Grandstand in the UK and the Saba Videoplay in Germany. It was more or less the same technically but could output sound through the television and had built-in storage for the now detachable controllers.


Neither the original VES nor the revision sold huge numbers, but it remains a pivotal console for instigating many of the design principles that brought us closer to what we’d refer to as a games console in the years to come.
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MUST SEE: ALIEN INVASION


(Zircon, 1981)


Cunningly, the Channel F’s cartridges are all numbered, enticing collectors to complete their set. With “Alien Invasion” released late in system’s life, it marks the final cartridge released on the platform: Videocart 26.


It’s obvious from the outset that this is pure and simple a “Space Invaders” clone. Every machine has to have one and thankfully this version is no slouch potato. The colorful graphics from the landscape to the descending alien foe make this a visually appealing game, as does the explosion effect upon hitting something.


It’s not overly difficult, but it does move at a fair pace and executes the main elements of “Space Invaders” to satisfying effect.
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MUST PLAY: DODGE IT


(Fairchild, 1978)


Many games on the Channel F are surprisingly playable, but “Dodge It” (from Videocart 16) stands out by offering frantic, precise, and addictive gameplay that works beautifully with two players. Curiously enough, it’s much like a reverse “Pong,” where your goal is to avoid being hit by the increasing number of blocks darting around the playfield.


When you are invariably hit, a rainbow-colored square explosion graces the screen, in an effect that would have seemed quite impressive back in its 1978 launch year.
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MUST AVOID: PRO FOOTBALL


(Zircon, 1981)


Playing through the Channel F’s small library, you realize there aren’t actually that many stinkers. One that stands out as being less playable than perhaps it should be is “Pro Football,” released on Videocart 24.


The gameplay is slow, clunky, and frustrating. Completing a single pass takes enough effort to warrant a full-blown celebration, after which you’ll probably never pick up the controller again, or just load up an alternative cartridge.








Apple
II
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Designed primarily by Steve Wozniak as a follow up to the far more limited Apple I machine, the Apple II may not have been the first personal computer, but it’s arguably the first that could be used as a gaming computer. Of course, upon its release in June 1977, gamers were far from its sole audience, especially given the prohibitively high price tag. But it was aimed at households and hobbyists through its retail availability, rather than the business user typically associated with fully fledged computers.


Upon its release, the Apple II logo was reworked into a rainbow of colors, and for good reason—the Apple II could display an impressive 16 of them (although two shades of gray are identical on original hardware). Coupled with the external RF modulator, the computer also could output directly to a television, eliminating the need for an expensive monitor.


At its heart, the MOS Technology 6502 CPU and standard 4KB of RAM provided enough grunt to run some quite impressive productivity and entertainment packages alike. Unexpanded sound capability was rudimentary and designed to offer a simply notification click, but this could be manipulated by software to create some reasonable effects.



FACT SHEET


Manufacturer: Apple


CPU: MOS Technology 6502


Colors: 8


RAM: 4KB


Released: June 1977


Launch Market: North America


Introductory Price: $1,298
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The capabilities of this machine, along with its growing popularity, led to a slew of games for the platform and the emergence of the computer as an upper-end and alternative—if expensive—gaming platform to dedicated consoles. Unlike cartridge-based consoles, users could choose between cassette tapes or disks (the Disk II drive was released in 1978) to load software, with the added bonus of users being able to create their own and save to these same devices.


Various Apple II models were produced leading to an impressive production run of 16 years. About 6 million units were produced until the final IIe card (an expansion for the Macintosh) rolled off production lines in late 1993.
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MUST SEE: PRINCE OF PERSIA


(Broderbund, 1989)


Known for being a game that brings the best out of various machines, this is where it all started, albeit very late in the Apple II’s life. An Apple IIe was required for its improved specifications.


Playing as an unarmed protagonist, your task is to free the Sultan’s daughter, locked away in the tower. You have 60 minutes to accomplish this, but if you’re anything like me, then most of that time is spent picking your jaw up from the floor as you witness what the Apple II is capable of. This was one of the first games to use the rotoscoping animation technique of capturing real-life movements and using them to animate the characters.


Perhaps due to dwindling Apple II users, it actually flopped on its North American release, only gaining interest after arriving on European and Japanese shores in 1990.
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MUST PLAY: ULTIMA IV: QUEST OF THE AVATAR


(Origin Systems, 1985)


If you’re seeking amazing graphics, this isn’t the game to go to. If you’re seeking seat-of-your-pants action, this isn’t the game to go to. However, for brain-engaging gameplay that captivates your imagination, this is exactly the game to go to. In this role-playing adventure, your task is to acquire eight virtues and gain the ultimate wisdom to lead your people. As the name implies, it’s the fourth adventure in the series, and by all accounts, the best.
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MUST AVOID: BOUNCING KAMUNGAS


(Penguin Software, 1983)


A reasonably rare title, but in this instance, that’s not a bad thing. Developed by Thomas Becklund, what can I say about this? You stand in the middle of the screen and have to impale little creatures if they hop too close to you. I wish there was something more exciting to add apart from the occasional flashes of lightning, but if there was then it wouldn’t be the game to avoid.








TANDY
TRS-80
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The home computer market may have been new, but that didn’t stop the Tandy Corporation from designing and building a budget machine at half the retail price of the Apple II. Mass produced, mass marketed, and available through Tandy’s RadioShack stores (TRS actually stands for Tandy RadioShack), this was the first computer for many North American households.


The machine came with a full-stroke QWERTY keyboard and 64-column monitor, as well as the base unit, which was holding some reasonable hardware. At its heart was a Z80 CPU, the first product from semiconductor startup Zilog. Coupled with this new chip was 4KB of RAM—a pittance by today’s standards, but admirable for a 1977 machine. Its ROM also incorporated a decent version of BASIC, which gave rise to a whole new swathe of wannabe coders.


The lure of a fully fledged computer for $599, including a monitor, enticed many buyers in the late 1970s. By 1979, the TRS-80 held the largest selection of software in the home-computer market, with the machines themselves outselling Apple II significantly.



FACT SHEET


Manufacturer: Tandy Corporation


CPU: Zilog Z80


Colors: Monochrome


RAM: 4KB–48KB


Released: August 1977


Launch Market: North America


Introductory Price: $599 (including monitor)
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Getting into Homes


To pitch the machine for small businesses, schools, and the home-computer market, the TRS-80 shipped with Blackjack and Backgammon, and there were numerous business and educational programs available from the outset. This all-encompassing pitch would be a mainstay for computers for many years to come, but even in this early period, it was clear that the gaming business was big and would continue to grow.


There are fans and critics of this early machine, both arguing for and against its cost-cutting design. It’s for this reason it earned the nickname “Trash-80” used in both affectionate and unsentimental senses.
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MUST SEE: ZAXXON


(COGiTO, 1983)


The TRS-80 wasn’t really designed with games in mind, so developers had to get creative with their routines, and users had to prepare their imaginations for what followed. But even with that in mind, the Trash-80’s rendition of “Zaxxon” is mighty impressive.


Sure, everything is blocky, but that’s due to the graphical limitations of the hardware. The point is, you can see exactly what’s going on and it’s thoroughly playable. The action scrolls at a blistering rate and it’s actually one of my favorite versions of this Sega classic.
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