


























































































































































































































































































































































































































have been similar to those of the legitimate Namco/Midway Pac-
Man itself.

Midway was founded in 1946 by two industry veterans who
had worked at the now-defunct United Games Company of Chi-
cago. They were Henry (Hank) Ross, who was the games design-
er, and Marcine (Iggy) Wolverton, who was the engineer. Before
its 1972 acquisition by Bally, Midway manufactured electrome-
chanical and other games. Now it makes nothing but video
games.

Only five video games in history deserve to be called Monsters
with a capital M. They are Space Invaders, Asteroids, Galaxian,
Defender, and Pac-Man. With Space Invaders, Galaxian, and
Pac-Man, Midway is the only company to have produced three
of the five.

¢ CINEMATRONICS (a privately held company)

Cinematronics, in El Cajon, California, near San Diego, has
had heavy impact on the industry for two reasons, both stem-
ming from the same game. The game was Space Wars, intro-
duced in 1978. Space Wars was the number-one machine of that
year in sales of machines and earnings per machine. More impor-
tant, it was the first game to use the video projection system var-
iously called ‘“Vectorbeam,” “x-y,” or “Quadra-Scan.” These
similar systems allow very precisely and sharply etched lines to be
drawn on a screen at any angle, resulting in images that are clear-
er, more realistic, and more attractive than the fuzzier pictures
available through the raster-scan system employed in normal
television sets and most coin-op video games. These superior
systems are the ones that have been used with exciting effect and
great commercial success not only in Space Wars but also in
games including Tailgunner, Rip Off, Star Castle, Armor Attack,
and Solar Quest—all from Cinematronics—and Asteroids, Aster-
oids Deluxe, and Tempest from Atari.

Vectorbeam, as the system was named by Cinematronics, and
Space Wars itself were both invented by Larry Rosenthal, who
left the company and founded his own firm. Not surprisingly it
was called Vectorbeam.

With Space Wars, Cinematronics ‘‘came out of nowhere.”” Be-
fore it almost no one inside or outside the industry had heard of

254 the company.

. Space Wars, a game pitting two space fighters against each
other, was innovative in one other area of great significance to
the video game industry. It was the first hit game to use the space
" battle theme that has since dominated the earnings charts. Of the
. top five games of all time—Pac-Man, Defender, Asteroids, Space
~ Invaders and Galaxian—all but one have space battle themes. In-
- deed Space Wars seems in some respects the father or at least
~ uncle of the ultrasuccessful Asteroids: It had a similar projection
- system, one of its two spaceships looked much like the ship in
~ Asteroids, it included the “Hyperspace’” function that is impor-
“tant in the later game, and featured a single asteroid that drifted
" across the screen.

- A number of other Cinematronics games have enjoyed unusu-
“al popularity, and some of these have been remarkable for other
" reasons as well. Tailgunner is the best “first-person’ game of all
" time. (A first-person game is one in which you feel like you are in
a ship or base, rather than simply operating a ship or base that
“you see on the screen.) Rip Off is by far the finest game in which
two players cooperate to attain a mutual goal.

-+ SEGA/GREMLIN

~ This company sports an odd name because Sega Enterprises,
Inc., acquired Gremlin, Inc., but wanted to preserve the other
company'’s identity. In mid-1981 the company began calling itself
Sega/Gremlin, though most of its well-known games were sold
- under the title of Gremlin/Sega.

~ Not only does Sega own Gremlin, but Gulf + Western owns
- the majority of shares of Sega. Gulf + Western, with principal
- offices in New York, ranked fifty-seventh in the 1981 Fortune
500, with 1980 sales of $5.7 billion. Sega’s main offices are in
Los Angeles, its Gremlin manufacturing facility is in San Diego.
- Sega Enterprises, Ltd., a subsidiary in Japan, has manufactured
- S/G’s cockpit games, including Monaco GP and Space Tactics,
- and Turbo, as well as upright versions of those games.

~ Important video games from Sega/Gremlin include Monaco
- GP, Astro Fighter, Carnival, Moon Cresta, Space Firebird, Astro
Blaster, Space Fury, Frogger, Eliminator, and Turbo. Space Fury
featured the first color version of Vectorbeam-type technology:
- S/G called it ColorBeam. Turbo, in the cockpit version, is the best

driving game ever. Carnival, a colorful video version of an old- 255



time shooting gallery, probably provides more pure fun than any
other video game. Astro Blaster and Space Fury were among the
first games to use speech effectively: Astro Blaster to attract and
instruct the player, Space Fury to get on his nerves through a
snotty narrator who makes belittling remarks about the player’s
performance.

Still, Sega/Gremlin’s greatest contribution to the video game
industry may not be in marketing particular games or introducing
ColorBeam but rather in producing a successful system allowing
for various games to be interchanged in a single cabinet. The
Convert-A-Game system, which debuted in 1981, allows the
cabinet, picture tube, and control buttons and lever to remain
while the internal computer program is changed by exchanging
printed circuit boards and while the name and decor are switched
on the cabinet. Though buying a new upright machine by any
major company generally costs between $2,500 and $3,000,
Convert-A-Game exchanges can be made for about $1,000.

* STERN

Stern Industries is (along with Cinematronics) one of the only
privately held companies of the big six major video game manu-
facturers. Its division, Stern Electronics, makes its video games.
The chairman and founder of Stern Industries is Gary Stern.

Stern was born in Chicago in 1945, the son of Sam Stern, one
of the patriarchs of the coin game business (he invented pinball
devices including the drop target). Gary Stern attended North-
western Law School and practiced in a downtown Chicago firm,
where he learned bankruptcy law. Then he took what he knew
about bankruptcy and put it together with what he and his dad
knew about coin machines, added some luck, and became prob-
ably the fastest and richest mover in video games since Nolan
Bushnell.

Stern Electronics was formed in December 1976 out of the ru-
ins of bankrupt Chicago Dynamic Industries, a maker of pinball
machines, arcade equipment, and video games. All the stock in
the new, private corporation was held by Gary and his brother
‘David, a surgeon. Father Sam, who had previously been a pin-
ball designer and executive at Bally and Williams, provided ad-
vice and helped secure loans. Chicago Dynamics had been for

256 sale at public auction, but there had been no takers. Gary Stern

‘purchased some of its assets, including what is now the ugliest
headquarters building among the major video manufacturers, a
glass block-and-brick monstrosity in an old industrial area of Chi-
- cago.

The new company began producing electromechanical pinball
machines but recognized that the trend was toward microproces-
- sors. It began dealing with Universal Research Laboratories, in
Elk Grove, which was to design a microprocessor-based pinball
system. But URL had financial trouble. Guess who piloted it
through a bankruptcy proceeding and acquired 90 percent, and
later 100 percent, of its stock? In purchasing URL, Stern Elec-
tronics also became the owner of URL’s Electra Games subsid-
iary, which had manufactured about a dozen different coin video
- games, none of them big successes, as well as a home video sys-
tem called Video Action. URL now designs and engineers Stern’s
- video games.

Stern Industries, which owns Stern Electronics and URL, in
- 1980 acquired yet two more bankrupt firms, the famous Seeburg

jukebox company and August Johnson, a cabinet manufacturing
firm. In fiscal 1981 about 72 percent of Stern Industries’s sales
- came from video games, 23 percent from pinballs, and 5 percent
~ from jukeboxes.

Stern began making video games in 1979. Among the hits of
its short video history are Berzerk, designed by Alan McNeil at

URL, and Scramble and Super Cobra, both licensed from Kon-
‘ami Industry in Japan. Berzerk is just ahead of Scramble as the
- Stern sales leader, with about 17,000 machines produced.

- The company also says it has introduced some service-related
features never before seen in video games. In particular it has
~manufactured machines with “‘works in a drawer”’: components
 that slide out and in for relatively easy servicing.

- The company is by far the least secretive of the major video
“manufacturers. All the others were reluctant to tell the author the
‘names of their key game-designing programmers, most would
not disclose the number of units produced per game, and none
‘would discuss the prices at which its machines are sold to distrib-
utors. Stern, on the other hand, let its programmer Alan McNeil
- “autograph” each Berzerk machine, told the author the number
‘Produced per game, and provided exact wholesale prices for its
three biggest games ($1,955 for Berzerk, $1,995 for Scramble,
and $2,029 for Super Cobra).

Gary Stern knows what he’s doing, but he also knows fortune
has been on his side. “We were in the right place at the right
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time,” he explains. “We're sort of like the old alchemists: We
made gold out of lead. It takes luck and it takes a lot of hard
work.”

o WILLIAMS

Williams Electronics, in Chicago, is like the golfer who briefly
tries the game, gives it up after middling results, then returns to it
years later and hits a hole in one with the first swing of his club.
Williams produced a couple of Pong-type games, Pro Tennis and
Pro Hockey, in 1973, and a driving game, Road Champion, in
1977. None of these were big successes, and Williams stuck with
what it knew best: pinballs.

But the company felt which way the wind was blowing, and
the wind was blowing toward video. So Williams got together a
group of engineers, headed by Ken Fedesna, and had them de-
sign a video game. The game was Defender, which rocketed to
number one in both Play Meter and RePlay and became the
fourth-biggest seller in US history. It was also a great game: chal-
lenging, interesting, colorful, unique. In late 1981, Williams intro-
duced a sequel to Defender, called Star Gate.

Once a private company, Williams was purchased by a corpo-
ration called XCOR. XCOR was itself owned in part by Gulf +
Western, the same giant that owns the majority of Sega. In 1981
Williams became a public corporation. Near the end of that year,
no single person or enterprise owned even five percent of the
company.

e OTHER AMERICAN COMPANIES

Dozens and dozens of US companies, active or defunct, have
produced one or more coin-operated video games. Some have
made games that have been fun to play, commercially successful,
or controversial. The 1981 annual Play Meter directory issue lists
thirty-one US video manufacturers, including the US subsidiaries
and associates of Japanese firms. Some of the thirty-one are tiny
and may never make a ripple in the video waters. Some—like
Exidy, Centuri, and Taito America—have already tasted some
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Others have excelled in other areas of the coin amusement
world—for example, Gottlieb, known for its pinball games, and

- Rock-Ola, known for its jukeboxes—and have the money and fa-

cilities to rapidly produce thousands of machines if one of their
games turns out to be a winner.

*» FOREIGN COMPANIES

The three leading foreign countries that manufacture video
games are Japan, Japan, and the group of islands whose capital
is Tokyo. No country other than the US and Japan has been a
significant factor in the American or world market, though several

- western European firms are giving it a try.

Without Japan the history of video games in the US would be
radically different. Just think of the games coming out of that
country: Space Invaders and Deluxe Space Invaders (Taito);
Pac-Man, Galaxian, Rally-X, and Galaga (Namco); Scramble
and Super Cobra (Konami); and Donkey Kong (Nintendo).

Without these Japanese entries, three of the five top games in

American history (Pac-Man, Space Invaders, and Galaxian)

- would never have existed and Midway might not have had a US-
leading game since Sea Wolf in 1976.

Due to its contribution of Pac-Man, Galaxian, Rally-X, and Ga-
laga, Namco—officially Namco, Ltd.—must be considered the
- Japanese leader in the US market. The owner and president of
this Tokyo company is Masaya Nakamura, who not only is presi-

~ dent of the Japanese Amusement Machmery Manufacturers’ As-
‘sociation (JAMMA), but is also the leader of the International
' Association of Video Game Manufacturers. The I[AVGM held its
first meeting in Tokyo in March 1981. Attending were represen-

tatives from Atari, Exidy, and Midway from the US; Namco, Nin-
tendo, Sega, and Taito from Japan; and Interflip from Spain. The
organization vowed “‘to make continuous and tireless efforts’ to

protect games from unauthorized copying and to improve the im-

age of the industry.

When you talk with executives of American video game firms,
you get the impression the Japanese people aren’t just from an-
other country, but that they may even be from another planet:
They are described as being markedly different from Americans.
US manufacturers say Japanese companies are extremely secre-

tive, that they make decisions slowly after consultation between
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as many as fifteen to twenty executives, and that it is helpful to
flatter them when seeking to acquire their products for manufac-
ture in the US.

The American companies also say that Japanese players prefer
a particular type of video machine: the kind that has a base or
ship moving left and right along the bottom of the screen, with
attackers descending upon it. The Japanese player, the Ameri-
cans say, also prefers levers to buttons. In light of the remarks by
the Americans it is interesting to note that the great majority of
successful Japanese video games in the US have indeed featured
the left—right action with descending enemies (such as Space In-
vaders and Galaxian) and have provided levers rather than but-
tons, at least in the original Japanese versions of the games (such
as Pac-Man, Space Invaders, and Galaxian).

Despite the huge success of Japanese games in the US, the for-
eign relations picture isn’t all import: There is export as well. Still,
the diversity between Japanese and American tastes has meant
that many US-designed games that have done well in their home
country have had only modest success in Japan.

The importance of the US and Japan to each other is perhaps
best symbolized in the very name of the company that is the big-
gest producer of American-designed games and that was found-
ed by the man who invented video games in the first place. Nolan
Bushnell got the name for his company from his favorite board
game, the Japanese game Go. In Go, when you are about to do
serious damage to your opponent, you utter what Bushnell calls
“a polite warning.”” You say, ‘‘Atari.”

« DISTRIBUTORS, OPERATORS, AND OTHERS

Distributors are the glue that holds the video game industry to-
gether. They buy from manufacturers and sell—with about a 25-
percent markup—to operators. They also arrange financing on
many of the machines they sell and provide parts and service for
their customers.

Operators buy machines and place them in locations—ar-
cades, restaurants, stores—where players finally get their hands
on them. Some operators are also distributors or location own-
ers. When the games are in a location not owned by the opera-
tor, the operator typically splits the machines’ earnings fifty-fifty
with the location owner and takes care of placement and removal
of machines, service, and collection of quarters.

Operators of video and other games have a national trade as-

-sociation called the Amusement and Music Operators Associ-

ation. The key function of the AMOA is to put on an annual
show, usually in Chicago, at the end of October. Every major vid-
eo and pinball manufacturer reserves one or more booths to dis-

play its brand-new and recent products. Many of the greatest

video games in history have made their American debuts at the
AMOA show.

In addition to the manufacturers of the video games them-
selves, there are many other manufacturers who contribute to the
video industry. They make cabinets, electronic components, oth-
er parts, kits to make games harder, test equipment to help tech-
nicians diagnose problems, colored plastic overlays to make
screens more attractive, locks, burglar alarms, cleaning solutions,
tokens, change machines, and devices for moving games from

“one location to another.

Other companies provide services. They decorate cabinets
with silkscreened designs; they provide management, promotion,

‘and accounting assistance; and they teach technicians how to
- service machines.

Another group that doesn’t make or sell games but has a sig-

nificant impact on the industry is the trade press. Clearly domi-

nant in the video game arena are Play Meter, which operates in

‘the New Orleans suburb of Metairie, Louisiana, and RePlay,

headquartered outside of Los Angeles in Woodland Hills, Cali-
fornia. Play Meter was founded in late 1974 by Ralph Lally II, a
former game distributor. In late 1975 Ed Adlum, a transplanted
New Yorker who had once edited the games section of Cashbox,
established RePlay.

Play Meter in 1981 began appearing twice a month. RePlay is

published monthly. Both appeal primarily to operators. In 1981
Play Meter had a paid circulation of about 5,000 (with another
3,200 unpaid) and RePlay had about 3,200 (with 500 unpaid).

Perhaps most important to players, both magazines publish earn-

-ings surveys for video games and pinball machines.

THE HOME VIDEO GAME INDUSTRY: HISTORY,

STATUS, STRUCTURE

In home video games history is now. Because the industry came

of age with the systems that dominate today’s market, distant his-
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tory is not of great importance. In the coin-op arena, by contrast,
the first game, if introduced today, would have significant appeal,
and the father of the industry, Nolan Bushnell, founded a compa-
ny that has over the years been the most important coin-op (and
home) video game producer on the planet.

In the home video industry, the history that is important is
mostly the history since 1977, when Atari introduced the first suc-
cessful ‘‘programmable” home video system, the Atari Video
Computer System. (In a programmable system the consumer
can select one of a variety of distinctively different games: He
“programs’’ the system’s computer by inserting a game car-
tridge.) Other people and other companies were involved in
home video games as far back as the planning stages of 1968,
but their products—while impressive when first marketed—were
far inferior to today’s and the people who were important in the
“old” days have lost most of their significance or have dropped
out of the video world entirely.

Still, there is pre-1977 history, and some of its impact can be
felt today. In many respects it started with Ralph Baer. In 1968,
according to an article by Ralph Blumenthal in the New York
Times Magazine, Baer was working at Sanders Associates, a
Nashua, New Hampshire electronics firm, and he had an idea:

Ralph Baer was staring at the screen of a video display
terminal when, he recalls, “‘the thought came to me
you should be able to do something else with televi-
sion besides watch it. You ought to be able to play
games.”’

Baer’s company researched the idea and developed a console
that could broadcast signals to a television set connected to it.
The company patented the idea and sold the rights to Magnavox.
Magnavox later licensed the rights to other manufacturers, in-
cluding Atari and Mattel.

Magnavox produced the first home video game system that
was sold in stores. It was called Odyssey, it came out in 1972,
and it had each of two players controlling a paddle that could hit
a ball back and forth. The system was so rudimentary that it re-
quired players to attach plastic sheets to the TV screen to estab-
lished various courts and fields for different games.

Odyssey, like all games before 1977, was ““dedicated.” In oth-
er words it was a unified system, like an automatic 35-millimeter

262 camera and a ‘‘dedicated’’” flash attachment designed specifically

for it that allows the camera to work automatically even with a
flash. Dedicated video games allowed the player to play just one
- game, in one or more variations. Odyssey provided a variety of
Pong-style games: tennis (one paddle on each side of the

- screen), hockey (two paddles on each side), squash (two paddles

on one side, hitting against a wall), and so on.
- In 1975 Odyssey was joined in the dedicated video game mar-
ket by Atari. Atari was best known for its Pong system sold in a
variety of stores but particularly by Sears, which bought 100,000
Pongs from the manufacturer in the introductory year alone. Also
entering the market were Fairchild Instrument, National Semi-
conductor, General Instrument, MOS Technology and many
others. At the 1976 national Consumer Electronics Show, some
60 makers of dedicated games displayed their wares.

Then in 1977 came Fairchild’s unsuccessful Channel F, the
first programmable system, followed by Atari’s Video Computer
System. Atari’s was the first successful programmable system and
now offers about fifty cartridges, the most famous being Space
Invaders, Asteroids, and Missile Command, all of them home
wversions of coin-op giants. Atari soon dominated the home video

- game market, and its market share in 1980 was estimated at 80
- percent, with the fraction remaining about the same in 1981.

In 1979 Magnavox attempted to meet the Atari challenge with
Odyssey?, its own programmable system. Finally, in late 1979,
Mattel introduced Intellivision. By 1980 Odyssey and Mattel
“about equally shared the 20 percent of the market not owned by
Atari. Programmable-system entrants Fairchild, Bally, and RCA
lasted only briefly after entering in 1977-78 and by the end of

- 1980 were gone. In 1981 Mattel moved ahead of Odyssey.

All of the big three have the financial weight to stay around
‘awhile. Atari is a $900-million-a-year subsidiary of the approxi-

“mately $3 billion-a-year Warner Communications. Mattel, not
- owned by another company, does about a billion in sales annual-

ly. Odyssey is part of the giant multinational Philips Corporation
‘of the Netherlands, which in 1980 was the tenth largest company
‘outside the US with yearly sales in excess of $18 billion.

The programmable systems have found a responsive public.

At the end of 1980 about 3.5 percent of American homes had

“home video systems. Just a year later the percentage had more
than doubled to 8 percent. Atari’s estimated 1981 sales were 2.8
‘million consoles and 18 million cartridges; Mattel's were
600,000, up from 200,000 the previous year, and 2.5 to 3 mil-

lion cartridges. Odyssey was just behind Mattel. Multiplied by an 263
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average retail price of about $150, Atari’s sales of consoles alone
amounted to some $420 million at retail; the cartridges, multi-
plied by an average retail of around $25, were worth about $450
million.

A small but growing factor in the world of home video games
are the home computers sold by such companies as Radio Shack
(especially the TRS-80 Color Computer), Apple, Commodore,
IBM, Texas Instruments, and the omnipresent Atari. These mi-
crocomputers are much more expensive than home game sys-
tems (about $400 and up) and are designed primarily for
purposes other than entertainment. Because the number of such
computers and the sales of cartridges compatible with them are
tiny contrasted to the sales of consoles and cartridges that are de-
signed wholly or mostly for games, personal computer video
games are not covered in this book. Still, some of them are excel-
lent and many are similar or almost identical to the games play-
able on the consoles that are designed primarily for video games.
Atari, for instance, offers Space Invaders, Asteroids, and Missile
Command for its Personal Computer System as well as for its
Video Computer System. Because some personal computer
games are similar to cartridges in the more popular game console
libraries, much of this book’s strategy on game console cartridges
applies to personal computer games as well.

Personal computer games have the advantage of being able to
operate in consoles with much more memory capacity than
home video game consoles: generally sixteen or more kilobytes
of information, as contrasted to the four kilobytes of most game
systems. As a result, graphics are often superior. Personal com-
puter game cartridges are also relatively costly, usually retailing
for about $40 to $50, roughly twice the cost of home video game
console cartridges.

HOW THE COIN-OP GAMES COVERED WERE
SELECTED

A large variety of factors was considered in determining whether
to cover a given game at all, deciding in which category (Mon-
sters, or Other Stars) to place it, and allocating space to it.

The most important factor was sales of the game. Big sellers
are generally more important to video history and of more inter-

est to readers than games that haven't sold well. A very important

related factor was sales rank in the year or years the machine was

“sold as new: Sea Wolf, the biggest seller of 1976 with about

10,000 machines sold, in most cases would deserve more men-
tion than a game that had sales of 12,000 in 1981 but didn’t even
rank in the top ten in the market that by then was vastly larger
than that of five years before. Another especially important crite-
rion was earnings per machine, especially as reflected in surveys

- by Play Meter and RePlay magazines.

Whether a game was innovative also figured into the selection

- process: Whether it was the first game to employ a certain theme

(such as space battle), the first to have certain objects on the

- screen (such as asteroids), the first to have certain player-con-

trolled functions (such as Hyperspace), or the first to benefit from
significant technological achievements (such as Vectorbeam-type

projection). Another factor was whether the machine was contro-

versial.
Some preference was also given to recent machines (especially

 those that were introduced in 1981-82 or became popular dur-

ing those years) because audience interest is likely to be greater

in these games than in older games that were once very popular
- but that have since slipped from memory and from almost all lo-
- cations.

Complexity of games also affected the determinations—not re-
garding whether to include a game, but regarding how much
space to devote to it.

One criterion was rather subjective, and helps explain why this
book contains some games that some readers will not believe de-

- serve coverage and fails to include some machines that some will

think should have made the cut. This criterion was whether the

- author and technical adviser believed a given game is a “good
- game.” Factors helping to make a game “good” in their view
_ are, in order:

(1) Being challenging but not overwhelming for a serious vid-
eo player who has played the game a few times before.

(2) Being fair (points awarded and destructions of the player’s
ship or base being almost totally a function of execution and

- strategy, not luck).

(3) Giving the player precise control over his vehicle or base.
(4) Being attractive in video and audio (bright, distinct pic-
tures; color preferred over black and white; pictures and sounds
that are close to what they are supposed to represent; pictures,
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word, and number displays, and sounds that are funny or that
contribute to the game’s entertainment or strategy; speech that is
easy to understand and that contributes to the game).

(5) Being funny or amusing.

(6) Not being annoying.

(7) Not being a ‘“‘pattern” game. (The game should not be
able to be mastered primarily by memorization of where the
monsters or invaders or ships will move at various points in the
game.)

(8) The last criterion—and this had much to do with whether a
game was described in greater or lesser detail—was whether the
coin-op game ever was followed by a similar or almost identical
home video game and, if so, whether the home game was popu-
lar. Coin-op games followed by big home cartridges deserve es-
pecially detailed treatment because most of the strategies
applicable to the coin-op machines can be used in the home ver-
sions as well. Therefore strategy on such a coin-op game is useful
to more readers than advice on an equally popular coin game
that has not been followed by a home video cartridge.

It is important to make clear that to be included in the book,
and even to be included in the category of Monsters, a game
need not be strong in every respect and may in fact be weak in
more than one important area. In particular, sheer titanic popu-
larity of a machine guarantees its inclusion, even if the author and
technical adviser have to hold their collective nose. For example
both of them would be ecstatic if all Galaxian machines (not in-
novative, but unfair, annoying, and to a significant extent a pat-
tern game) were dumped into one of the deeper reaches of the
Arctic Ocean, but the stupid game is in the book, and in the Mon-
sters section too. Too many other people—some of them, sur-
prisingly, able to function in society without guardians or drugs—
liked the dopey machine.

GLOSSARY OF VIDEO SLANG

A whole new language has grown up around video games. Video
slang includes not only the official names that manufacturers give
to aliens, ships, weapons, and functions, but also the creative and
humorous phrases that players have devised. Some video
terms—especially Hyperspace—have seeped into the general
language of the United States. Here is a variety of video slang as

ASTEROID: Noun: a jagged celestial body in Asteroids, As-
gro::is Deluxe, and home video Asteroids. Synonyms: Boulder,
ock.

BEAVER: Noun: the smaller saucer in Asteroids, Asteroids
Deluxe, and home video Asteroids. Synonyms: the Beaver, the
Little Man, the Little Saucer, the Little Ship, Lord Vader, the
Small Saucer, the Small Ship.

BOARD: Noun: The screen-displayed list of top players. Syn-
onym: list, scoreboard.

DOUBLES: Noun: The two-player version of the game. Syn-
onym: Two-man.

- GAME, THE: Noun: the hottest machine or cartridge at the
present time.

- HYPERSPACE: Noun: an area of space other than that de-
picted on the screen (as in ““Go into Hyperspace!”) or the Hyper-
space control on a machine panel or a home video controller (as
~in “Hit the Hyperspace!”’). Verb: to go into Hyperspace (as in
“You can't fight them off! You better Hyperspace!”) or to cause
something to go into Hyperspace (as in “Hyperspace your
- ship!”’). Use in nonvideo world: Noun: somewhere else (as in
- “Why don’t you go into Hyperspace?”). Verb: to go somewhere
 else (as in “I was due home an hour ago. Gotta hyperspace!”’) or
to cause something or somebody to go somewhere else (as in
“How about Hyperspacing the kid so we can go to a movie?”’).

KILL (AS IN “KILL A MACHINE” OR “KILL A
GAME”): Verb: To demonstrate mastery of a game. Syn-
onyms: beat, blow away, destroy, rack on, waste, wipe out.

LUCK: Noun: the sole factor causing poor performance in a
game.

ON THE COUNT: Adjective: aware of the number of shots
taken at aliens in Space Invaders or Deluxe Space Invaders and
planning to shoot Mystery Ships on the twenty-third and each
succeeding fifteenth shots in order to obtain the maximum 300
points per ship.

SHIP: Noun: a vehicle in space, in the Earth’s atmosphere, or
on the Earth’s surface; that is, any vehicle; usually applied to the

266 spoken by the video game players of America. player’s vehicle, not the enemy’s. Synonym: Man (especially as 267



in “Your man”’), Plane, Rocket, Spaceship. Use in nonvideo
world: a vehicle, especially a car (as in ‘“Time to hit the road. Are
we taking your ship or mine?”’). Note: Terms used to describe
video vehicle functions are often applied to nonvideo vehicles as
well (as in ““That guy driving that red ship looks drunk; you better
rotate into the left lane and thrust past him.” ““Yeah, but what I'd
like to do is Smart Bomb the sucker.”)

SHOT: Noun: a lethal projectile launched by friend or enemy.
Synonyms: ABM, Bullet, ICBM, IPBM, Laser Shot, Missile,
Rocket, Round, Torpedo (even in nonsea games).

SKILL: Noun: the sole factor causing excellent performance
in a game.

SMART BOMB: Noun: a friendly or unfriendly weapon ca-
pable of seeking and destroying one or more opposing beings,
vehicles, bases, or cities. Synonyms: Bomb, CM, Cruise Missile,
Nuke, SB, Smart, Smart Missile. Verb: to use a Smart Bomb or to
use a Smart Bomb on something or somebody. Synonyms:
Bomb, Nuke, Smart.

TURN OVER (AS IN “TURN OVER A MACHINE” OR
“TURN OVER A GAME”’): Verb: to exceed the number of
points a screen can display and therefore to go back to zero; simi-
lar to turning over a car odometer (as in “‘For a while [ was stuck
around 900,000 on Defender, but then suddenly I began to turn
over the machine almost at will”’). Synonym: roll over.

UP: Adjective: having the right to play the machine immedi-
ately (as in “That guy just lost his last ship; you're up.”).

WALLY: Noun: the large saucer in Asteroids, Asteroids De-
luxe, and home video Asteroids. Synonyms: the Big Man, the Big
Saucer, the Big Ship, the Fat Boy, the Fat Man, the Large Sau-
cer, the Large Ship, Wally.

WAVE: Noun: a complete group of aliens or other targets.
Synonyms: field, level, phase, rack, round, table (only in Pac-
Man), wall.

WRAPAROUND: Noun: a shot, missile, or vehicle capable
of moving offscreen and then coming back immediately on the
opposite side of the screen. Synonyms: Reflection, Reflection
Shot, Wrap, Wraparound. Verb: to behave like a Wraparound

268 Shot.

About the Author

- Craig Kubey is a thirty-two-year-old California writer and attorney. He is a grad-
. uate of the University of California, Santa Cruz, where he majored in psycholo-

gy, and of the School of Law of the University of California, Davis,

It was in law school that Kubey first became heavily involved with pinball ma-
chines, the ancestors of today's video games. His interest peaked during Christ-
mas vacation 1973, when he and a best friend found to their joy that the Bally
Fireball machine in the law school lounge was giving unlimited free games.
They had no time to report the problem to the repairman, but each was able to
squeeze in approximately twenty-five games a day during a four-day period.

After law school Kubey moved to Washington, DC, where he served as Leg-
islative Assistant to Congressman Robert Drinan, the Jesuit priest recently re-
moved from politics by the pope. Next, Kubey worked for Ralph Nader. Nader,

; Kubgy: and others established the Equal Justice Foundation, a Washington
| 4 public interest group that promotes access to justice.

In 1979 Kubey moved back to California. It was to be a fateful act: In April of

.~ that year, his brother, Ken, introduced him and their sister, Linda, to the classic

Space Invaders game at Golden Gate Lanes in El Cerrito. Though the siblings
planned to spend $1.50 between them, they poured out more than $11.00.
Kubey has been hooked on video games ever since. {

In 1980 Kubey returned to Davis, where he lives with his wife, KUP, his

¥ daughte_r, BUG, and his cat, ATC. In addition to writing, Kubey also runs,
- pumps iron, and plays blues guitar. His home is located an easy jog from eight

Defender machines, two Asteroids games, and two Missile Command ma-
chines. He carries a Hyperspace button and a roll of quarters in his briefcase at

- all times.
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About the Technical Adviser

KQB is the technical adviser on this book. He is perhaps the greatest video
game player in history. So rabid is the desire for his awesome knowledge of
video strategy and technique that KQB has had to adopt disguises, change his
address and phone number countless times, and, of course, cease use of his
true name to avoid being surrounded twenty-four hours a day by players beg-
ging his precious advice.

KQB was born in April 1962 in Berkeley, California, and grew up in nearby El
Cerrito, where he was educated in the public schools. In 1979, however, to
avoid harassment from video addicts, he moved to a University of California
alumni camp in the Sierra that is abandoned nine months a year. There he lives
in the camp dining hall, along with an Asteroids machine, a Defender game, a
television set with a complete supply of Atari home video games, and his twin
panthers, Thrust and Hyperspace. He spends seven months a year on the road
in video game competitions.

It was in April 1976 that KQB's unique gifts first became evident. On a day of
high humidity and record heat, in a fetid, disgusting delicatessen just north of
Manhattan’s Greenwich Village, KQB, then not quite fourteen, easily popped a
game (got the replay) on his very first attempt on a pinball machine so powerful
that it had to be unplugged between plays so as not to utterly destroy the electri-
cal power grid of the entire northeastern United States. Popping a game on such
a potent machine under such brutal conditions proved to observers worldwide
that KQB was a player to be reckoned with.

Since that day KQB has mastered all known video and pinball games and has
played in tournaments and exhibitions on every continent of the world, includ-
ing Antarctica, where he entertained US soldiers stationed at Little America. In
July 1979 he won the gold medal for his country in the individual Space Invad-
ers competition in the Pan American Games in Puerto Rico. In October 1981 he
presented a royal command performance on Asteroids for Prince Charles (him-
self a fine Star Castle player) and a turn-away audience at London’s Royal Al-
bert Hall. KQB's score that day was so high it cannot be recorded here due to
space limitations.

KQB has published articles on video game history, theory, and pathology in
such noted periodicals as Video Annals and Hyperspace Magazine. He has also
testified before the US Senate Special Committee on Aging on the need for re-
training in Asteroids and Defender for senior citizens who were raised on early
pinball machines and darts.
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Asteroids, Missile Command, Defender, Pac-Man
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