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| THE SINCLAIR STORY part one |
Nineteen eighty five is Sir Clive Sinclair’s forty fifth year, and sees him personally worth well over £100 million. His name is emblazoned on the covers of over 5,000,000 computers which have been sold all over the world, and he has the majority holding in Sinclair Research, now the top volume microcomputer company in the world. Every other home computer sold in the United Kingdom is a Sinclair. We begin a four-part series which examines the man, the dream and the machines from which millions draw pleasure every day.
‘Sinclair’ has become a household name worldwide through the ZX80, the first affordable home computer, the ZX81 and of course the ZX Spectrum — without which CRASH and a vast software industry wouldn’t have come into being. And Sir Clive himself is now regarded as something of a guru — not just because he can be looked upon as the founding father of home computing in this country, but as a result of his entrepreneurial skills and his dedication to innovation. Sir Clive has described his business as being ‘in consumer products that are basically electrical — one per person products’, and the jump from computers to electric vehicles, seen in this light, is not so amazing.
Sir Clive Sinclair is now almost a figure of popular myth and has been referred to as ‘Uncle Clive’ by the press for nearly a decade. He is to computers and electronic wizardry what Sir Freddie Laker was to air travel — the man who brought seemingly unattainable goods and services within the price range of everyone. Laker’s airline crashed spectacularly a few years ago, and out of the public eye, Sir Freddie is almost forgotten. But Sir Clive remains in a strong commercial position although his image as a white entrepreneurial knight has been tarnished on occasions. He may want to forget such fiascos as the late delivery of QLs, which led him to being pilloried by journalists in the computer press; or earlier, the serious financial problems caused by his Black Watch project in the mid-seventies which resulted in losses of over £350,000 and led to him looking for outside funding to continue with his pocket TV project. But so far, he has always managed to have the last laugh, never so much so than at the expense of his ‘arch-rival’ and ex-colleague in calculator designing days, Chris Curry. Curry, who founded Acorn and secured the contract to make the BBC computer, recently referred to allegations of extraordinarily high rates of return on Spectrums, which led to a dust-up in a London wine bar where the two tycoons slugged it out with rolled newspapers. But just after Christmas Curry found himself at the helm of a sinking ship.
‘I’m not interested in business just for the sake of making a product, any product,’ said Sinclair during an interview in 1982. ‘The only point is to make something that people like and want, and which is therefore successful. The excitement is the response of the people.’
INTO RADIONICS
From the earliest days, Clive Sinclair has done business through mail order and from the start he offered an unconditional money-back guarantee to his customers — before it became a legal requirement. Sinclair products are generally made using sub-contractors, freeing the core of talent behind the Sinclair organisation to dream up new products and designs, but it also means that quality control has taken a while to stabilise at the outset of each product. Nevertheless, the Sinclair name has attracted a large following of guinea pigs, eager to be the first to own the latest piece of hardware first, even if it does mean putting up with a few teething problems.
In less than thirty years Clive Sinclair has progressed from school-leaver with few formal qualifications to multi-millionaire electronics tycoon. How did he do it?
While he was still at school, in London, he became interested in mathematics, still his first love, and physics. At that time the electronics industry was beginning to make semiconductors available to the public and he became involved in electronics at a time when new developments were being made in the field almost daily. At school he tinkered with radios while his chums just listened to them. He began writing articles on the subject, and when he was 17 Clive Sinclair decided that a university course in electronics could not teach him the sort of things he wanted to know at the rate he wanted to learn.
In 1957, deciding that he would rather start a business than continue his formal education, the young school-leaver became a technical journalist working for Barnes Publications for whom he wrote a series of small books for the hobbyist — learning far more in the process of writing them than any of his readers could hope to gain from reading them.
He began his commercial career by selling transistors which he bought from Plessey who had rejected them because the didn’t meet exacting specifications. He tested these rejected components and re-sold the satisfactory ones by mail order from his room in Islington — apparently there came a time when his landlady and he parted company. She didn’t mind letting a room to a journalist, but as business premises....
Then he found financial backing to start making pocket radios to his own design, and left Barnes. His backer lost heart, pulling out, and for a while he worked as a freelance technical journalist trying to raise the money to launch his idea as products. After some months with resources depleted, he sought a full-time employment once more, and was snapped up by United Trade Press as Assistant Editor of Electronic Components. His knowledge and understanding of electronics had a marked effect on the magazine’s circulation and advertising revenue.
From the start Clive Sinclair’s colleagues had been impressed by his incredible calm maturity and he was liked and respected enormously. He worked on his aim of selling mail order radios in his spare time, and when he gave in his notice, announcing that he was going off to start a business, United Trade Press was very sorry to be losing him. So they came to an arrangement by which he was allowed the use of a vacant office on the third floor of the building without charge in return for further articles for the magazine. For a few months this arrangement helped Clive Sinclair find his feet in the mail order market, supplying radio kits, but then the office became too small for the head of the rapidly growing Sinclair Radionics, and Clive Sinclair ceased to be a journalist and became a full time businessman. ‘The Slimline’ was Sinclair’s first radio kit but he rapidly followed it up with a tiny amplifier module.
The business, founded on mail order, expanded and began to take on staff. Sinclair advertisements have maintained a continuous presence since 1962, when the radio kits were launched, and at the time were innovative in themselves. ‘The first advertisement that I ever took was much bigger than the usual advertisement in that sort [of] hobbies magazine. I didn’t have the money to pay for it even, but I did it on the grounds that it would breed confidence. Nobody had ever taken a half page before, and it worked.’
In the beginning products were designed by Clive Sinclair himself. The range included an amplifier which has become known as ‘the biscuit tin amplifier’. The X10 and X20 tended to radiate which was a bit of a problem unless they were shielded — and a biscuit tin was ideal for the purpose.
CAMBRIDGE AND CALCULATORS
In 1967 the growing business empire moved to Cambridge, where it has been ever since, shortly after producing the Z-12, a tiny hi-fi amplifier and pre-amp. Soon a turnover of £100,000 had been achieved — no mean feat in five years largely funded on the electronics hobbyist market.
Sinclair was also active in the electronics instrument field, launching the DM2 multimeter in the early seventies and becoming the largest manufacturer of digital multimeters in Europe in little more than five years.
He broke away from the hobbyist and hi-fi market in 1972 with the launch of a single chip calculator which was born after six months research, and was pocket-sized as opposed to hand held. Using the same PMOS chip as the American hand held calculator, which required large batteries owing to the heavy demand the PMOS chip made on its power supply, Sinclair found a way of cutting the power consumption by about 20 times. This meant that a truly hand held calculator was possible; Sinclair Radionics made it and started the calculator boom with ‘The Executive’, earning £2.5 million in export revenue alone. At the time, Sinclair had a staff of about 60. By 1977 Sinclair had become world famous as a calculator manufacturer, and the ‘Cambridge’ programmable outsold all programmable and scientific calculators.
The Sinclair philosophy of sub-contracting the actual production of his wares, buying in the components and paying sub-contractors to assemble them, contributed greatly to his success. He was left free to concentrate on research and development, and he was able to recruit a talented team of ‘inventors’ — including Chris Curry (latterly of Acorn fame) who has been held responsible for interesting Sinclair in calculators and computers.
But the launch of his Black Watch in 1975 resulted in a disaster. The watch used a new type of chip — integrated injection logic — which ran on low power but was capable of switching the high power required to drive the display. Sinclair spotted that this type of chip, invented by IBM and Phillips, was ideal for watches — and devised the circuitry required to incorporate it. He produced the first production integrated injection logic chip in the world — ahead of its inventors — but the watch project ran into problems at his chip suppliers who weren’t able to deliver the goods. Eventually Black Watches were made in a version which used CMOS chips, but by then Sinclair could no longer hold the price in what was a highly competitive watch market. A loss of some £355,000 was sustained in 1976.
Having previously funded research and expansion from his own profits, Sinclair was faced with scrapping many years work on a pocket TV project. He approached the National Enterprise Board for cash and sold 43% of the shares in the company. The NRDC put up £700,000 for development to continue on the pocket TV. By 1977 Sinclair had moved entirely out of the hi-fi market, continuing with digital meters and calculators; and the pocket TV with a 2-inch picture tube (you had to have a fairly large pocket!) was launched, achieving major sales in the United States. 40% of Sinclair’s turnover was attributable to TVs, 40% to calculators and 20% to meters. In 1978 the ‘Microvision’ was marketed in Europe, and in Britain — where it had been sold initially for £220 plus VAT — the price was halved.
THE FUTURE TODAY
Early in 1978 the first Sinclair computer came on the market — very much the forerunner of the ZX80 with its membrane keyboard. Costing £40 it had 256 bytes of RAM, a half K of ROM which held a monitor, and didn’t have a box! Powered by a 6v lantern battery, it was a true computer, not an upgraded calculator and was advertised as being ‘less than half the price of any keyboard addressable microcomputer’.
The MK14, for such it was, had a very early 8 bit processor, the SCMP or ‘SCAMP’, which was programmed in machine code — although a very tiny BASIC soon became available. And the manual included a program for ‘Lunar Lander’ — the very first game playable on a Sinclair computer!
In 1979 Sinclair and the NEB parted company. They wanted to concentrate on meters while Clive Sinclair was attached to the TV project. Left to his own devices again, Sinclair founded Sinclair Research, the company which became responsible for the low-cost home computer.
Next month: from the ZX80 via microdrives and interfaces to the ZX Spectrum and the QL.
GREAT SCOTT!
GRAEME KIDD talks to Adventure guru SCOTT ADAMS
Adventure programs, first written on company-owned mainframes, are nearly a quarter of a century old. Originally written in the sixties for the amusement of the computer wizards who ran commercial data processing installations, adventures such as Colossal Caves and Adventure were run late at night, when all was quiet and the operators wanted something to amuse themselves with. These programs occupied megabytes of storage memory, offered no graphics and could only be played by computer staff when time on the system could be spared.
Scott Adams — who lightheartedly describes himself as a ‘grandfather’ in the microcomputer industry (he is, after all in his thirties) — is regarded as one of the founding fathers of micro adventuring. Scott Adams wrote the first adventure for a micro, and founded Adventure International: the oldest company selling adventure programs retail. Around half a million Scott Adams programs have been sold to date worldwide and he is currently working on a series of adventures based on Marvel’s comic characters. Hulk and Spiderman, his two latest adventures for the Spectrum, are the first two in the Questprobe series, which will expand at the rate of 3 or 4 programs a year and run to over a dozen titles. Both have been CRASH Smashes, and so when we heard that The Man was in the country, we had to go for an interview.
Scott Adams started programming in the late sixties at High School in America. ‘In those days there was no such thing as a micro, and you were lucky to see a mainframe terminal,’ he explains. ‘Our school, as an experiment got a mainframe terminal for students’ use and it became my terminal. I was one of the original hackers.’
This early interest in computing developed into a profession after taking a degree course in System programming, and soon Mr Adams was captivated by Colossal Caves and Adventure. ‘I saw the games on a mainframe, and I was fascinated. I owned a Tandy Model I and thought ‘let’s see if I can write an Adventure type game on the TRS80’. I didn’t listen to the people who said it would be impossible to get a program which existed on megabytes of storage into a 16K machine.
‘I didn’t try and take the existing program and put it into 16K, but sat down and wrote an adventure language of my own for the machine — an interpreter — and proceeded from there to write an adventure in that language. As a system programmer I know how to write tools. The first tool was the adventure language, the second was the interpreter to understand language and the third tool allowed me to develop a database for the interpreter to understand.
‘I wrote four or five different systems first, not an adventure. That was my original adventure-writing language which has been the basis of my programs until recently. We’ve now developed SAGA plus, which stands for Scott Adams Graphics Adventures Plus. It’s a full sentence and graphics interpreter designed to run on machines as small as 48K or as large as 400 megabytes. SAGA is an open ended language which is designed to take advantage of new machines as they come out — we are ready for the next two or three generations of machines.’
Which rather prompted the question as to how Scott Adams saw adventures developing as hardware becomes cheaper and more sophisticated: ‘Adventures will themselves get even more complex and sophisticated. For instance, the next adventure in the Questprobe series, Fantastic Four Part I will be a two player adventure — either two people can play, or one person can play, playing both roles. I can see down the road to a time when fifty players will be playing one adventure.’
The Fantastic Four Parts I and II will be the fourth and fifth adventures in the Questprobe series, with Part I introducing the Torch and The Thing (a Hulk type character) and Part II bringing on the other two characters. Both adventures will be written entirely in SAGA Plus and Scott Adams is confident that the Spectrum versions will have all the features of the disc-based programs written for the larger micros, such as the Apple. Hulk was written in his original adventure interpreter, while Spiderman was written in the original language and upgraded using some SAGA Plus features for tape-based micros. Expect to see Fantastic Four Part I around June this year.
How do Hulk and Spiderman fit in to the scheme of his adventure? ‘I wrote Hulk as a beginner’s adventure deliberately. I put a lot in there aimed at people who had not played adventures before. Because of that I lost some of the complexity that I would have like to have had — which I was able to put back with Spiderman. I would have liked to have written Hulk to be for the experienced Adventurer, or medium experienced, but it wasn’t fair... a lot of people would have been buying Hulk who had never bought an adventure before, because they like Hulk as Hulk.
‘What I had to do was put enough stuff in Hulk so that an experienced adventurer couldn’t sit down, play it for half an hour and be done, but also enough breadth so that a complete adventuring novice could sit down and play it without getting hopelessly frustrated.
‘Spiderman I felt, as the second one out, gave me more leeway, and I was able to make a more complex adventure without as much handholding as I did on Hulk.’
The ‘arcade adventure’ concept is catching on fast, with a number of software houses bringing out arcade action adventure games, including the Wally series from Mikro-Gen and the soon-to-be-launched Chuckie Egg II. How does the founding father of micro adventuring view this development? ‘They’re Twitch Games,’ he grinned, ‘arcade games. An adventure game is one where you use your mind; if you can type, you can play an adventure. If you require anything other than that, you’ve got a twitch game — an arcade game — where your skill of movement is more important than your thinking. Adventure International sells lots of Twitch games, but we don’t call them adventures. These arcade adventures are getting more sophisticated — but they’re still arcade games. People who love adventures won’t play an arcade action game, it’s not the same. But for somebody who likes both, they’re a nice meeting... a nice melting.’
Does this mean that you are an adventure purist — will you play shoot ’em ups? ‘Some of my favourite games are a mixture of the two, Wizardry for instance, is a mixture of the two which I find extremely fascinating. There you have arcade type battle scenes but there’s no joystick, no real-time action, you just use words to interact. As soon as you put a joystick in, where reflexes are important, you no longer have an adventure game.’
What about graphics — the original adventures were text-only, and some adventurers feel that graphics detract from the game, and indeed take up valuable memory which could be better used; others feel that graphics add a great deal to their enjoyment of adventures. ‘I’m on both sides. I write all my adventures as text-only, to be played as text-only. As I’m writing an adventure I say ‘It’d be nice if we had graphics here to give a special effect,’ and I put hooks on the game.
‘Then graphics are added on for those machines that will support them; one thing I insist on is that all my versions support the Graphics OFF switch for people who don’t want the pictures. My adventures can all be played text-only because you don’t lose anything... there are no hints or clues in the picture which do not appear in the text. The graphics are purely illustrations, that’s all they’re designed to be.
‘I like playing graphic adventures myself, but I think a good text adventure doesn’t need graphics — but they’re nice to have. Think of the difference between comic books and novels: in a comic book, the pictures are an intrinsic part of the text. My adventures are not comic books — I’m writing illustrated novels if you like. The pictures are nice, and they help break up the monotony but you can clip them out and not lose a thing.’
A large number of commercially produced adventure programs are now being written using utilities such as The Quill. What do you think about such utilities? ‘Well, I’ve not sat down and looked at The Quill, but in general I’ve seen a number of these packages and it’s clear that it’s hard to make an adventure writing system that allows the average person to take off and write an adventure, because by definition a good adventure has to be fairly well packed into the machine. To pack code that well you have to have intimate knowledge of what you’re doing. They do give people a taste of what it is like to write an adventure though.’
So how do you set out to write an adventure?
‘The first thing I decide is ‘what’s the theme’ — obviously with the Marvel adventures that’s fairly simple; then I decide whether I want a treasure hunt or a mission. If it’s a mission — what is my mission? If it’s a treasure hunt then it’s usually easier to write, you don’t have to be as serial in what you’re doing. Then I start putting in locations and start thinking of the problems that I’d like the player to overcome and some of the ways I’d like to see him solve it.
‘Some of the more wicked things I’ve done is put in a problem that might have seven or eight different solutions, but when you get to the end only one solution was allowed. It’s a matter of balancing. Sorcerer of Claymore Castle was unique in that respect. You’re casting spells and you can use spells for a lot of different things — for example one spell might open any door; the trick is to find the right door to open with it.
‘Another thing an adventure should have is the ability to give the player some sort of clue so that technically, if the player is clever enough to figure it out, it’s possible to play an adventure without dying or losing points from the very beginning to the end. If you’re really clever enough, all the clues should be there from the start — that’s hard to write. To my mind, that makes a better adventure. In other words it’s not a case of ‘if he opens that door a brick’s going to fall on his head and kill him’ — that would be unfair of me. There should be a way of letting the player know ahead of time, of giving him a chance — there might be a glass panel above the door for instance, and if he’s smart enough to look first through the panel, then he’ll see the brick up there. If he just goes charging in and gets killed, well that’s his fault!’
Is it really a game between you and the adventurer? ‘I’m trying to give the player all the clues he needs to solve the problems, but I’m also trying to do it in such a way that I’m going to — not confuse him, but send him off on the wrong path deliberately, and give him a red herring. I want to put the correct clues there, but I want to make it interesting enough so that the player doesn’t solve it the right way the first time.’
So what does the man who has turned from a self confessed computer junky into, arguably, the world’s leading adventure writer, do to relax? ‘I keep salt water fish — from octopus to trigger fish, and I have seven or eight tanks in my home in Florida. It takes a great deal of care to keep salt water fish alive and prospering. It’s the first hobby I’ve had for ten years that has nothing to do with computers. It started when I walked into a salt water fish shop and just seeing it all there. They had a great tank of invertebrae and there was an octopus in there — I was just fascinated. So I started looking at what it takes to keep an octopus alive. So far I’ve done very well — my original octopus is still thriving. I find it profoundly relaxing — the animals themselves are just gorgeous. In the beginning I just sat for hours looking at the tank with the water bubbling.’
How do his wife and children cope with him spending hours glued to a computer, writing adventures? ‘My wife is the Corporate Vice President of the company, and she handles most of the business — she enjoys the fish too so we have close interests and it all works out very nicely. I have two daughters and a son, the eldest is six so they’re not ready for my adventures yet, but my eldest daughter plays alphabet games on the computer already, so I have hopes....’
And there we had to leave it. Mr Adams had promised to do some shopping in Birmingham city centre that afternoon, and as a good father couldn’t let his daughter down.
OUT OF THE SHADOWS
RICHARD WOODWARD and ROBERT WALLER are between them Mizar, the people between the CRASH Smashed OUT OF THE SHADOWS which Derek Brewster thought was the best arcade adventure he had seen in a long while (see December issue).
Out of the Shadows is their first game for the Spectrum — or indeed for any micro — and it was developed from a version written by Richard on a Univac some four years ago. Richard, an applications programmer specialising in COBOL packages — and incidentally a keen astronomer — teamed up with Robert who has been working ‘at the bits and bytes level for years’, writing operating systems and communications software, again for large machines. Taking over a dining room table and covering it with little more than a couple of Spectrums, they set to work last year to convert Richard’s original game to run on the Spectrum.
As you might imagine, there was a fair bit of compacting down to be done — but after six months work Out of the Shadows had been completely rewritten from scratch, with all the subroutines used being totally new. The finished program boasts a number of very original graphics ideas to do with the casting of shadows (hence its title). For instance the light that your lantern casts only illuminates a part of the screen; as the oil in your lantern runs out, the pool of light it casts gradually contracts before you’re plunged into total darkness. The graphics side of programming is very important to Mizar: ‘We thought of the pictures we wanted, got them working and then wrote the story around them,’ Richard explains.
The front line of computer graphics is normally deemed to be the preserve of such film companies as Lucasfilms of Star Wars fame, and Disney — responsible for Tron. Using the Cray II (a mind-boggingly large machine, capable of processing vast tracts of information incredibly fast), and some very advanced mathematical techniques it is possible to make a high quality animated film produced totally by computer. It takes three months computer time to produced fifteen minutes of film, though — the Cray goes away and just thinks for up to an hour for each frame of film created!
The next game Mizar will be releasing is going to incorporate a naturalistic landscape, displayed from a projection. The closer you get to, say, a coastline, the more detail you will see. To do this, they will be using the same sort of mathematical techniques, involving fractal numbers, as the programs on the Cray II to produce animated landscapes.
The mathematics behind this kind of computer graphics is a little beyond Pythagoras and ‘the sum of the squares’ stuff. Both Richard and Robert are mathematicians. Robert has a degree in Maths and Computer Science, but describes Richard as the true mathematician: ‘Dick sees problems as having mathematical solutions. For instance he would draw a sine wave on a computer screen using a sine wave function; I’d probably use a look-up table, and get there too, but in a different way.’
Obviously Star Wars IV isn’t about to be knocked up on Mizar’s dining room table quite yet, but their next game, an extension of Out of the Shadows, will incorporate state-of-the-art graphics techniques which no-one else has thought of bringing to the Spectrum — or been able to!
‘We’ll certainly be taking the graphics several stages further and they will include a naturalistic projection of views of the playing environment; the intelligence of your adversaries will also be upgraded,’ Robert explained.
In Out of the Shadows you can preserve the continuity of your character, taking him onto the next scenario once you’ve completed one level of the game, and you retain the skills and experience gained. This owes a lot to the role playing games, such as Dungeons and Dragons, which Robert agrees are a source of inspiration to them.
‘We prefer to give the player as wide a choice of options as possible,’ he explained, ‘in Out of the Shadows there is a range of some thirty commands any of which can be used at any time. We want to give our games as much depth, breadth and sense of place and involvement as possible.’
‘In our next game we plan to computerise the Dungeon Master in effect — keeping the rules and regulations of the game as minimal as possible to allow the player to get involved in the game itself. You will play the part of the main character, or protagonist, and will be in an environment where other lead characters exist who have their own aims and definite objectives. You will be competing against each other, and at times working together, all using common resources in the game environment.’
In the longer term, Mizar sees a future for co-operative games, perhaps with people in one geographical area meeting together, linking up their Spectrums and playing a multi-player version of Out of the Shadows.
‘We’d love to be able to do it at the moment,’ Richard said, ‘but it’s just not commercially practical at present. In the UK modems are both rare and expensive — and British Telecom’s prices are too high for most people to be able to afford to play multi-user games via the telephone network. We’d have to do something for groups of people who could actually play together.’
Unless British Telecom regularly reads CRASH and drops its local call charges as a result (the first being likely, the second less so!), it’s improbable that MUD type games will catch on in this country in the near future. Mizar may well write software for the Spectrum which allows people to link their machines together via Interface 1’s so that they’ve each got a terminal into a common environment which runs across and around each member of the group — but not just at the moment! They’re quite busy enough on their next game thank you.
Mizar is a very small software house — with development work being done on a dining room table in Milton Keynes and only one full time worker, Richard Woodward. For the moment Robert is still working full time as a systems programmer, which has its disadvantages in that the two partners really only get together at weekends to bounce ideas off one another.
It’s no longer easy to start out in the software industry — a lot of financial muscle is buying its way into the market and some of the original back-room companies have survived to grow into large organisations. There’s little doubt that if Mizar had been formed a couple of years ago, they would have had little difficulty in quickly establishing their reputation. What problems are faced by a small software house with an excellent product?
‘We both feel that we’ve produced a game which is technically good,’ Robert says, ‘but we’ve realised that razzamatazz and hype is needed to sell it. The marketing side of software is now as important as the content of the game itself — and in some cases is done better than the programming. Nowadays, you’ve got to be able to sell to the big distributors to make your mark.’ Richard agreed, and added that it’s now difficult to break into the marketplace with some retail chains adopting a policy of only stocking the top ten titles. ‘The market’s so crowded, and there’s a lot of inferior games on the shelves that will probably have to be sold off first before new products get a look in. Some of the chains simply aren’t listening to street-level opinion any more, but just persevere with old favourites.’
With big firms which have massive financial backing getting involved in the software market, including book and magazine publishers, has Mizar any plans to stop going it alone? ‘Not at all,’ came the emphatic response from Robert, ‘we want to remain independent — someone’s got to be around doing something innovative. If we signed up with a publisher we’d probably end up producing an amalgam of the current best game formats, rather than being allowed to come up with new and innovative techniques and ideas.’
‘It would be tempting at times,’ Richard added ruefully, ‘we’re obviously very small as yet. Producing a new game with the six month time lag we need isn’t easy, as we can only get together at evenings and weekends.
‘And unless some parts of the distribution trade brushes up its ethics, a lot of smaller firms like ourselves may end up being put out of business — we’ve already had one distributor go bust on us, and it hurts when you’re small — the large organisations with lots of money behind them can ride such problems.’
It’s not far short of amazing for a new software company to get a CRASH Smash with their very first game. Mizar’s existing product, and their plans for the future, should see them firmly established among the leaders in the adventure / role playing field. You just wait and see — and while you’re waiting for the distributors to catch on to the fact that you don’t have to be an established mega-corporation to write a first class game, you could do a lot worse than while away a few hours with Out of the Shadows.
ON THE COVER
We interviewed DAVID ROWE while he was still trembling a little, fresh from the experience of being interviewed on TV about his latest work — the inlay artwork for the Soft Aid games compilation tape which has been produced to raise money for the Ethiopian appeal. ‘I’m the main who turns to Jelly on the Telly,’ he stated — and his throat was still a bit dry!
David Rowe began his association with the software industry in the Autumn of 1982 when a friend of his, Nick Lambert, was setting up Quicksilva. Called in to do the cover artwork for The Chess Player, David rapidly became a mainstay of Quicksilva’s Art Department and while remaining a freelance, has so far done over 50 cover illustrations for Quicksilva.
But that is by no means all!
Between graduating from Brighton Polytechnic in 1975 and becoming involved in illustrating cover inlays, David worked as a ‘jobbing artist’ applying his skills as a draughtsman to the requirements of his clients — and apart from illustrating catalogues and brochures on commission, he spent a while doing acrylic portraits of people’s pets. ‘Grinding hard work,’ is how he describes this phase of his career. And while he wind-cycled round the country lanes of Hampshire, partly propelled by the breeze catching the A1 portfolio he carried on his back, he set up deals with pubs by which he drew the boozer and sold a set of limited edition prints to the landlord, who then offered them for sale to his regulars.
David was in at the start as a software illustrator and he has painted the pictures which form the basis of a large number of book covers for firms such as Addison Wesley, Interface and Melbourne House — all for their computer-related titles as well as producing covers for magazines such as Acorn User and C&VG.
‘The computer industry provides such a terrific medium to work in, and there’s a great deal of allowance for personal expression — and the games almost demand an illustrator to incorporate a bit of fun and whimsy in his work. A commission from an advertising agency to, say, do an airbrush painting of a fridge can be soul-destroying — but you have to be professional,’ he told us.
He has been involved in producing computer graphics; using a sprite designer written by John Hollis he did the animation and graphics for Aquaplane. But he has no plans to get involved more deeply in this field — apart from a bit of hush-hush work currently underway for a top secret new Quicksilva project, his interest lies mainly in painting. His illustration for Sandy White’s program Ant Attack went down well with the program’s author, who is a sculptor as well as a programmer oddly enough. The first time David and Sandy met was at the launch of the game — but they got together as artists for the Zombie Zombie cover, by which hangs a tale...
Rather than draw an ant from memory, David went out and bought a second-hand microscope for £100, found an ant and did the drawing from life. Peering down a microscope with one eye and using the other one to do a drawing of what was on the slide was how he got involved with art! After studying Zoology, Botany and English at A level, he decided to ‘become a hippy’ for a couple of years (in the late sixties) before starting art school.
His current main project? Acting as co-ordinator to a team putting together a book which will use a large number of software artists’ work — along the lines of the album cover books published by Paper Tiger (for whom David worked in the seventies). ‘It seemed the logical thing to do,’ he explained, ’there’s an international market, and it can be sold everywhere that computers are sold, not just in bookshops.’
Not bad for a self-confessed ex-hippy, but has he sold out with his wife, two-point-four children, Ford Cortina and semi-detached home we asked. ’Wife, two children — and the dog’s point-four I suppose; I’ve got a mortgage but it’s a Ford Sierra,’ he chuckled. ‘I work from home, so it’s a compromise, but largely on my terms — I’m not suffering from the daily grind.’
Lucky man.
MOVE ALONG THE BUS PLEASE!
As a software company, Bubble Bus has been active for a couple of years, regularly turning up at computer shows with their distinctive red stand modelled on a double-decker bus. Most of their games have been for the Commodore 64 and Vic20 but they have been broadening out their range recently with games for the MSX machines, the Einstein and Amstrad either ready or on the way. Their first game for the Spectrum was HUSTLER, a pool simulation which came out just before Christmas. But now they’ve got a CRASH Smash on their hands, in the form of WIZARD’S LAIR, which was written by STEVEN CROW, a 19 year old freelance programmer. CRASH person GRAEME KIDD talked to Steven at the recent LET show at Olympia.
It would have been much more pleasant to have interviewed Steven on Bubble Bus’ home ground — they’re based in a converted granary in Tunbridge, Kent, which is quite an idyllic setting — ‘duck mind your head’ signs on the beams and a river meandering at the bottom of the garden. As it was, the tight-fisted Editor of this organ, having failed to coerce poor old Lloyd Mangram into cycling from his cottage to the Bubble Bus HQ, thrust a tape recorder into my hand at the LET show and sent me off to find Steven.
Steven started programming while he was at school, as a hobby more than anything else; using a 380Z he wrote his first game four years ago:
‘Then I got a ZX81 and wrote a few games on that. It wasn’t until I got a Spectrum that I started taking it more seriously. The first game I ever got marketed was a game called Lazer Snaker and that was for Poppysoft, about a year and a half ago — before CRASH came out. Then after that I wrote Factory Breakout, again for Poppysoft. Since then Poppysoft has folded and I’m just a freelance programmer — that’s how I went to Bubble Bus to show them my game and they decided to take it on.’
Getting the awkward question out of the way quickly, I had to say that Wizard’s Lair bore quite a resemblance to Atic Atac, and could come in for some criticism in much the same way Ultimate’s Alien 8 has for being strikingly similar to Knight Lore. ‘Yes, that’s right, but it’s got lots of different features which I’m sure will keep people occupied. Everyone who’s played Wizard’s Lair, even people who’ve played Atic Atac a lot, say they like playing it.’
We agreed, without animosity, that it doesn’t matter much if one game looks like another if it plays as well, better or differently. (Phew, no violence, which was just as well because I’m positive old dash Ed didn’t insure me.)
When you come to write a game how do you go about it — do you sit down with a graphical idea?
S Yes, I sort of draw out a few screen shots of what I want the game to look like and then after that I think of all the features I want to put in it. Before I start I make sure I have everything sorted out so that I know it’ll fit in the memory. When you’re writing 45K of code it’s got to fit in. I allocate for each section of the game how much I’m going to give so that map might have 7K — I’ll allocate 7K for the map and 20K for graphics — that’s how I do it.
G So it’s not just structured programming, it’s structured games design?
S Yes, the actual program isn’t so structured but the idea is. I wouldn’t start a game and only have half an idea of what I’m going to do. You don’t know how it’s going to turn out then and it’s a bit of a risk.
G How do you design your graphics?
S I write my own routines that do graphics and I just sketch them on the screen. I either have a joystick connected or use cursor keys, I draw everything onto the screen first — if I want to draw a tree I just fiddle about on the screen until I’ve got a tree that I’m happy with.
G Have you had any art training?
S Yes, I got an ‘O’ Level in one year, and was doing the ‘A’ Level but had to give it up. I liked art, that was probably my best subject at school.
G So that the actual shape drawing isn’t too much of a problem?
S No, no, I don’t have any problem really — if I don’t like something I’ll get rid of it and try and draw it again.
G In Wizard’s Lair the graphics are particularly outstanding.
S Yes, it took me a long time to do some of those things! The long case clock probably look the longest — that really took me a long time to get right — and also the little bloke so it looks as if you’re looking down on him. Making his head look bigger than his feet as if you’re looking down on him, that took quite a lot of time — I must have done about ten drawings before I was satisfied.
G What sort of plans do you have at the moment, are you working on another project?
S Yes, I am writing another game — a 500 screen arcade/adventure — hopefully I’m going to put it on the Spectrum and MSX and on the Amstrad as well — I want to broaden out on to other machines — because when you’ve spent a long time writing a game and getting everything right, converting it to run on to another machine is not too much hard work and of course you get more sales that way.
Bubble Bus’s other game for the Spectrum, Hustler, came out about the same time as the Steve Davis endorsed version of snooker, and I asked Anne from Bubble Bus whether she felt having a name to put behind a game was going to become increasingly important: ‘We thought about buying or negotiating for rights, but I don’t know — if you’ve got a good game it’ll sell anyway. We’ve got no real plans in that direction and are just waiting and seeing.’
‘I think people are now getting a bit suspicious of things like War of the Worlds, Ghostbusters etc, on the Spectrum, they’ve all been a bit of a flop,’ Steve chipped in. ‘I think that although the games have worked quite well commercially, people are going to wise up after a while, to the point where there might even be suspicion around games tied in to a big name.’
Steve has always worked as a freelance, starting in the days when he worked for the now defunct Poppysoft and never worked as part of a team of programmers writing a game. He admits to being a bit of a loner, and gets a lot of satisfaction from starting a game and completing it himself.
G What about the gloom and despondency which is being preached in parts of the software industry? How does it affect you as a freelance?
S I’ve been talking to a lot of software companies and many of them now have much longer term ideas. One firm was looking for three titles off me before they would even be interested in taking any software from me. They were thinking they’d still be here in five years’ time...
SIEVING THROUGH THE BIZ
THE BUNDERBLUSS FILE: We sent our intrepid interviewer Leslie B. Bunder into the depths of Virgin’s HQ. Shooting straight from the hip, he sent us this Chris Sievey interview typed on orange paper...
Chris Sievey has been involved as a performer and musician within ‘the business’ for nearly a decade starting out during the heyday of Punk in the mid seventies. These years of constant involvement with the music industry prompted Chris to devise a board game based on his experiences in the vein of Monopoly — something everyone could join in with and enjoy. The idea of the board game based on the music business came to him when he was a youngster, ‘I used to play my game with pen and paper with friends of mine and they told me it would be a great idea for a board game,’ Chris told me when I met up with him at Virgin’s HQ in London’s Portobello Road. He continued, ‘So ever since those days it’s been an ambition of mine to devise a game about the music business.’
It was fine thinking up the basic idea, but to sit down and actually devise the game was another. Games designing takes months of work and at the time Chris and his band The Freshies were busy writing, rehearsing, recording and playing concerts — so plans for the game were shelved for a while. ‘Trying to get into the Top 40 was much more important,’ Chris said. And they were rewarded for this hard work as I’m in love with the girl on the Virgin Manchester megastore checkout desk and I can’t get bouncing babies by the teardrop explodes both managed to get in the Top 40 and are today hailed as classic singles. So just like any other successful act The Freshies were enjoying their fame. It was a case of Top of the Pops one day, off to Paris another and back to London the following day. But unfortunately for the band, difficulties were encountered with their record company which resulted in Chris resting The Freshies for a while he concentrated on his solo career, and decided to look for another deal.
During this period between deals Chris decided he wanted something to occupy his mind and, so the game idea he had shelved was dusted off and rethought. Early in 1982 he saw the first seeds of the Computer industry being planted; the ZX81 had been firmly established as the first low cost home computer. ‘That’s when I decided to make The Biz into a Computer game and not a board game.’ he said. ‘I saw the potential of these machines and said to myself ‘I must get one’ — so I did.’ After a few months of playing around with the ZX81 to get acquainted with it, Chris set about writing The Biz. First he wrote a game called The Flying Train which was on the B side of his Camouflage single released by EMI records — the first rock single to have a computer game on the B side.
Chris pointed out that The Flying Train was the first budget game! ‘The single only cost a pound and included the game while computer games at that time were £5 and up.’
With The Flying Train behind him Chris set about writing The Biz. Having gained considerable knowledge through programming his first game, writing The Biz was a comparatively easy task. He encountered a major problem however, which lay not in programming, but in the ZX81 and its minimal memory. ‘I even had a 16K Ram Pack but that wasn’t good enough as I kept on running out of memory. There was so much information and detail I wanted to put in, that I had to look around for a machine with a larger memory.’
Luckily for Chris and his plans for The Biz the 48K Spectrum came out: ‘They’ve both got similar BASICs so converting programs isn’t that difficult. The Spectrum had enough memory and it was encouraging to see that there was a huge market for Spectrum programs. A friend of mine had a Spectrum, and I asked if I could borrow it as I was anxious to complete The Biz properly. He agreed so I took it home with me. At the start it took me a bit of time to get used to, but within a couple of weeks I had started programming The Biz and at long last it was beginning to take shape.’
Eighteen months passed before the final version hit the shops. Why did it take so long?
‘Firstly, I wanted to make the program as challenging and interesting as I could which meant I was adding new bits of information to the program all the time. Also I was still busy with music, playing small concerts here and there; and finally I had to sort out the legal rights to the music tracks which are recorded on the game tape. All the tracks were released on various different labels so that took time.’
How important are the singles included with the The Biz?
‘The music side is very important to me; the computer games are done just for a bit of fun and for a change. The tracks that come with the game are not just old records, they’re special recordings and remixes I did to go with the game. I’ve just spent some time recording tracks for my next game.’
‘Next game?’ I asked.
‘Yeah, I’ve written another 3 machine code games and Virgin have got another eight music tracks of mine.’
‘Why did you sign to Virgin?’
‘Probably because everyone else would have turned the game down!! Only joking, it’s because of my involvement in the music business and because I know Virgin as a record company and how they operate. Virgin know how to market music as well as computer games, whereas if I signed to a games company they wouldn’t know how to market the music. Virgin know how to market both at the same time and do a good job.’
I asked Chris what his music contemporaries think of The Biz.
‘They all say “Oh No, not Sievey again!! What is he up to now?” People I know who have played it have found it quite realistic — my road manager said if you do this, that will happen, and it did. Most people who’ve played have enjoyed it.’
‘Why did you include the music on the cassette with the game?’
‘To make it a complete package, and good value for money. You’ve got a game, some music and an exclusive interview with me. I think games costing £5 or so are far too expensive — these new budget games are a great idea.’
‘Do you play many games?’
‘Not really, I’ve got Space Invaders and the like which my children love to play, but about the only game I play is Football Manager. I enjoy watching the highlights of the match, it’s such an addictive game. Oh yes, (laughing) I love all the Virgin Games!!’
‘Any tips for CRASH readers on how to succeed in the music business?’
‘If I knew that, I wouldn’t still be trying to get to number one. Would you believe that even though I know how the program works I can’t even get into the top 10.’
As the last drops were being drunk I ask Chris how he would feel if The Biz was sold as a bootleg (pirate copy).
‘It would only add to the cult thing, it wouldn’t bother me that much. I suppose I would think ‘I’m losing money here’ but at the same time there’s the satisfaction gained from knowing that people are playing the game, and they should want a copy, if they like it.’
AT THE L.E.T.
Despite the Doom and Gloom merchants among the national press and TV gloating over the troubles at Acorn, the recent Leisure Electronics Trade show at Olympia, proved that a measure of confidence still exists within the members of the home computer software industry. The show completely filled two floors at the giant Olympia 2 hall and it all proved to be very lively. As usual, the national media have tended to get it wrong. The trouble is that the press at large hate a ‘bubble’ (or fad if you like) to go on too long. The computer boom was seen as a sort of skate board fad (and that never lasted), but unfortunately it went on and on. Now suddenly Acorn get into trouble and the news media’s cynicism is vindicated at last — the bubble has burst, or so they think. This conveniently ignores other machines which are doing splendidly, thank you, like the Spectrum, Amstrad, Atari and the Commodore 64.
Nevertheless, it would be inaccurate to say that there was not also an air of caution pervading Olympia. Computer manufacturers have had a hard time recently, and so have software producers. Companies with strong product were expecting to do well, but quite a few have also been experiencing distribution and retail difficulties. I don’t particularly want to get into arguments with computer retail outlets over availability of good games, because it is not the enthusiast shops which are to blame, but the giant multiple retail outlets. Many of these appear to have stocked up for Christmas with product, a lot of which isn’t good enough to shift quickly, and as happened last year, they are now unwilling to buy in new games while old stock lies unsold on the shelves. This is beginning to cause an almost traditional bottleneck which throws the plans of software houses into disarray and prevents the development of new product.
It behoves the buyers of the giant retail outlets and the distributors who serve them, to have a good look at what is going on and try to sort it out a bit better.
As a consequence of this bottleneck, a number of software houses have rediscovered mail order as a way of selling their new product. While I think this is encouraging, it seems a shame that, because of inbuilt inefficiencies in the present system, shops should lose interest in the market, thus reinforcing the effects of the bottleneck.
What became apparent at the LET show, was that many software houses who had concentrated on Commodore 64 product over the Christmas period, were now turning back to Spectrum production again — proof that the Spectrum is still buoyant. Games lined up for imminent release offer further proof that Sinclair’s little machine still has room for expansion both in the quality of the graphics and in the content of the ideas, and that there are thousands willing and ready to be delighted by the wonders it offers.
MORE PACKED!
This issue of CRASH sees probably more individual items than ever before. It’s all part of a general expansion of the material. I hope everyone thinks that by breaking up the sections more, the magazine now offers a greater potential for information and enjoyment. In fact the art department have had a hard time fitting everything in! Two main changes are the creation of TECH NICHE, a separate column dealing with hardware, utilities and everything technical. It isn’t all too big this month because of space, but it will be growing. The second is MERELY MANGRAM, a short column where Lloyd gives a sort of overview of games not actually reviewed for one reason or another and looks forward to games about to be released.

Among recent letters we have received there has been an indication that CRASH BACK was more popular than we thought. So here we go again this time with BEN STONE and ROBIN CANDY taking a look back at the good games from Issues 5 and 6 to see if the reviews and the games stand the test of time.
Psytron
(Beyond)
Psytron was Beyond’s first hit for the Spectrum, after a loss than auspicious start with Space Station Zebra (reviewed issue 4). It was hailed by Beyond as ‘A program which makes other programmers gasp’. This may have not been so (ask Simon Brattel from Design Design) but all who laid eyes upon it thought it was great. Except maybe a couple of conned reviewers who have been dying to get their own back.
| Use of computer | 85% |
| Graphics | 93% |
| Playability | 88% |
| Getting started | 98% |
| Addictive qualities | 91% |
| Value for money | 88% |
| Overall | 91% |
• As a result of reading the CRASH review (which I had no part in writing) I promptly went out and bought the damned thing. As soon as I opened the huge box I wished I hadn’t, a twenty page booklet lay there waiting be read and understood. On playing Psytron for the first time I found it slow and a bit monotonous. 8 months later my view of the game hasn’t really changed. More a case of nice graphics shame about the game.
BS
• I remember buying this game and thinking it looked terrific, but on loading the game and playing it for a few goes I found it totally and utterly boring. True the graphics were brill, but graphics maketh not a game. Sound was used well and the speed with which the 10 panoramic views appeared was marvellous but I couldn’t help feeling that there was something missing, maybe it was the fact that the game started off pretty boring and it took quite a while to work up to the more exciting levels. Overall I thought Psytron was pretty looking but there wasn’t enough action going on straight away.
RC
(Ben) I wouldn’t change the ‘Use of computer’ rating or the ‘Graphics’ rating. But as for ‘Playability’ I would knock that down to about 75-ish as it got very monotonous after level 2. ‘Getting started’ would be altered to about 70 because the booklet takes some getting into and you have to play each level 5 times before you can progress to the next. ‘Addictive qualities’ wouldn’t really be altered much only about 3 to 4 per cent knocked off and the ‘Value for money’ rating would be somewhere around the 75 mark.
(Rob) Most of the ratings still stand but I would certainly alter the ‘Playability’ to about 68 and the ‘Addictive qualities’ right down to about 57 otherwise the rest are okay.
Blade Alley
(P.S.S.)
Blade Alley is a 3D shoot em up a sort of ‘Buck Rogers’ game. The object of the game is basically to shoot anything that moves and if it doesn’t move shoot it anyway. Strangely enough, though, despite it getting a good rating in the review it has never been very popular on the hotline which is normally a reflection of how good a game is.
| Use of computer | 82% |
| Graphics | 87% |
| Playability | 86% |
| Getting started | 81% |
| Addictive qualities | 89% |
| Value for money | 86% |
| Overall | 85% |
• I didn’t see Blade Alley when it was first released (we weren’t CRASH reviewers at that time) but looking at it now I’ve decided that I don’t really like it. I think it’s got something to do with the annoying tune and the keyboard layout that seems to have your hands tied up in knots. The 3D effect is quite good but it’s not a patch on the newer 3D games like Starstrike, Darkstar etc.
BS
• Of all the early 3D games I think that Blade Alley was the best. Though I don’t think it would rate highly nowadays for its time it was marvellous. The graphics while good are a trifle boring when compared with the likes of Knightlore and Starstrike but they worked; better to have simple 3D graphics with few attribute problems than pretty things which just end up as a flashing blob at one end of the screen. The sound was quite good and with the addition of the Currah Microspeech the sound was even better. The hardest thing to do on Blade Alley was lining your ship up with the enemies to shoot them but after you mastered this there wasn’t a lot to the game. I quite liked Blade Alley but it’s very dated now.
RC
(Ben) I would lower ‘Use of computer’ down to 70 because the keys are so hard to use. ‘Graphics’ down to about 77 and ‘Playability’ down 6% to 80. All the other ratings I would take down about 10 to the early seventies or late sixties.
(Rob) As I’ve said the game is a bit dated now so all the ratings except maybe ‘Playability’ should go down by 10 to 20%. ‘Playability’ I would probably push up by a couple of percent to somewhere around the 89 region because it is very playable for a while.
Zig Zag
(DK’Tronics)
Zig Zag has been DK’Tronics’ biggest hit so far but they’ve got some more games in the pipeline. The object of the game is to wander around the maze hunting for these poor innocent little creatures called Scarabaqs (I know it’s a stupid name but I’m sure there is a perfectly logical explanation for it). Once you’ve found one of these little thingies then you’ve got to trap it in a corner and interrogate them to get part of a code to proceed to higher levels in the game. If you are near a Scarabaq then an indicator flashes or if you’ve got a Currah Microspeech attached you are told verbally. On later levels Hoverdroids pop out of alley ways and shoot at you which drains your energy but you can destroy them just by shooting an interrogator at them.
| Use of computer | 85% |
| Graphics | 88% |
| Playability | 85% |
| Getting started | 83% |
| Addictive qualities | 83% |
| Value for money | 84% |
| Overall | 85% |
• Zig Zag was one of those games that has very nice 3D graphics but wasn’t terribly playable or addictive. After a few games I’d just about completed it and I was becoming increasingly bored with the whole thing. The constant drone of the Vectrakker (the backpack that houses all of your interrogating and navigation equipment) got right up my nose and on top of that I only saw one Hoverdroid.
BS
• Zig Zag was a very playable game though there wasn’t much going on. The graphics were great with the 3D maze scrolling wonderfully and the little Scarabaqs were so cute, I especially liked the way their eyes popped out when you zapped them for a second time. The idea of the game is so simple that you can get into it on your first go without much bother, though I think it wouldn’t take long for an average gamesplayer to complete it or very nearly complete it. Sound and colour are both used well and overall I think I still like it. Zig Zag is a very good game for people who aren’t too good at games in general or for beginners who want to start off with something that isn’t too complex. Overall I think I Zig Zag is a great game and could keep you up until the early hours of the morning chasing those lively Scarabaqs.
RC
(Ben) I would change most of the ratings. ‘Use of computer’ down 12% to 73, ‘Graphics’ down 10% because there is no variation in them, it’s always the same view. Both the ‘Playability’ and ‘Addictive qualities’ would suffer because I lost interest in a very short time and I found it a bit boring just chasing Scarabaqs all the while.
(Rob) I don’t think I would change many of the ratings because I think it’s one of the best 3D maze games around. The ‘Graphics’ would go down by say about 5% but the ‘Playability’ would go up by about the same. All the other ratings still stand.
Antics
(Bug Byte)
Antics as all good bees know is the sequel to The Birds and the Bees (which Matthew Smith did the graphics for). The basic aim of the game is to rescue Boris Bee (star of TBATB) from an ants nest in which he has been imprisoned. As Boris’s cousin Barnabee you must penetrate the lower depths of the nest and rescue him and bring him back to the surface. Inhabiting the nest are beetles and ants (naturally) which steal pollen and stamina from you, if you don’t have any stamina or pollen left then Barnabee dies. Both pollen and stamina can be replaced by visiting the various flowers that live in the nest.
| Use of computer | 89% |
| Graphics | 90% |
| Playability | 92% |
| Getting started | 87% |
| Addictive qualities | 92% |
| Originality | 87% |
| Value for money | 90% |
| Overall | 90% |
• Antics was a very good game with super graphics, brill sound, terribly addictive and very playable. But now 8 months later I think it’s lost some of its original appeal. It gets very boring after a couple of games and the tune now drives me up the wall, though I do like the hi-score table, it even had Danger Mouse and Penfold in it.
BS
• Most people seem to have agreed with the review of Antics because it was in the Hotline charts for so long. Looking at it now I’m not at all surprised: the graphics are still good and I think if Antics was released now it would either be a Crash Smash or very near one. Sound is used well throughout the game with a tune continuously playing. Antics has stood the test of time well and it will continue to do so for a very long time. Undoubtedly a classic.
RC
(Ben) I wouldn’t really change the ratings much, maybe lower the ‘Playability’ and ‘Addictive qualities’ down to 85-ish otherwise the rest still stand.
(Rob) The ratings shouldn’t really be changed at all, it was a Crash Smash and deservedly so.
Worse Things Happen At Sea
(Silversoft)
WTHAS was Silversoft’s first real big hit and since then they haven’t looked back. WTHAS has been popular in the Hotline and it’s still popular with all of the Crash reviewers. The idea of the game couldn’t really be simpler, just keep the ship afloat until you arrive at your destination. On the later levels of the game you must regularly oil the engine to stop it from blowing, while still repairing your ship and keeping it on course so you get to your destination quicker. So as you can see it gets quite hectic in there. At the top of the screen is a scanner to indicate your distance from the shore plus scanners for how much robot power you’ve got left (you have to go back to the start chamber to get it back), how much water there is in the ship plus other details which are important to the running of the ship.
| Use of computer | 88% |
| Graphics | 89% |
| Playability | 92% |
| Getting started | 86% |
| Addictive qualities | 94% |
| Originality | 95% |
| Value for money | 93% |
| Overall | 91% |
• WTHAS has stayed in the Hotline charts for a very long time. That must say something about how good the game is and I really enjoyed playing WTHAS, it’s just so addictive and playable. Perhaps after a couple of hours solid playing I might become bored with it but I don’t really see that happening to me. The graphics on WTHAS are really good and the game still rates a Crash Smash by today’s standards which just goes to show that WTHAS is a classic game. If you haven’t yet got WTHAS then get it now, it’s too good to be missed.
BS
• WTHAS is still one of the best games available today. Everything about the game is terrific; it’s fun, it’s addictive and it’s fantastic value for money. When I first saw some pictures of the game I thought it was going to be a bore, five hours continuous playing proved me wrong. WTHAS is a manic game which is hard to categorise, there isn’t anything like it available. When you see programs like this you soon realise why the Spectrum is the best games machine on the market.
RC
(Ben) I wouldn’t quarrel with the ratings at all. It’s as good now as it was then.
(Rob) The ratings still stand today and WTHAS isn’t the least bit dated.
Moon Alert
(Ocean)
At the time when Moon Alert was released there were few good ‘Moon Buggy’ games. Moon Alert was by far the best and oddly few ‘Moon Buggy’ games have been released since — certainly nothing to rival Moon Alert. Almost everyone knows how to play ‘Moon Buggy’ games (if you don’t — where have you been for the past couple of years?) so there is no point in going over that all over again.
| Use of computer | 86% |
| Graphics | 89% |
| Playability | 95% |
| Getting started | 88% |
| Addictive qualities | 94% |
| Originality | 83% |
| Value for money | 90% |
| Overall | 89% |
• Several ‘Moon Buggy’ games were released at about the same time. Ocean’s version was undoubtedly the best and it’s still a very good game by today’s standards. It’s just as addictive and playable as it was then and no one has bettered it since.
BS
• I’ve never been particularly fond of ‘Moon Buggy’ games but Moon Alert caught my attention because it’s a really good game. It’s a lot more addictive than any other game of its sort. The graphics are fine though your actual buggy is a bit flickery. If you want a ‘Moon Buggy’ game Moon Alert is still the best one available and worth buying.
RC
(Ben) I wouldn’t change any of the ratings. If anything I would put the ‘Addictive qualities’ up a few points. Moon Alert is another game that has stood the test of time well and I highly recommend it.
(Rob) The ratings on the whole are basically sound, I would only fiddle with them slightly by pushing the ‘Use of computer’ up by 3 points and maybe lowering the ‘Addictive qualities’ by a couple of points. Otherwise the review still stands.
Stop The Express
(Sinclair/Hudson Soft)
Stop The Express is another game that has a very simple idea behind it which has been improved upon by adding good graphics and sound. What you have to do is to get to the front of the train and Stop The Express which has been hijacked by the infamous Redmen. As the review stated the game is played as if it were a scene out of a movie. First of all you must run across the roof of the train dodging obstacles such as knife-throwing Redmen and gaps between carriages. Then after you’ve got past a certain number of carriages the scene switches to the inside of the train where you have to get to the front of the train and stop it.
| Use of computer | 58% |
| Graphics | 83% |
| Playability | 85% |
| Getting started | 78% |
| Addictive qualities | 88% |
| Value for money | 83% |
| Overall | 80% |
• I think Stop The Express is one of the most original games I have ever seen. It surprised me to see that it wasn’t a Crash Smash and seeing how popular it has proved in the Hotline I’m even more surprised. Perhaps this was because of the low Use of Computer mark it received as a result of all the keys there were to use. But after a few goes I found less keys than stated could be used and the game played just as well. It’s still a good game and has stood the test of time well.
BS
• Stop The Express was one of the few games that was underrated. By rights I think it should have been a Crash Smash. It’s still fun to play and its popularity in the Hotline proves this. The graphics are good and the scrolling of the train and telegraph poles is excellent. Stop The Express just goes to show how a simple idea implemented well can make a game as playable now as it was 8 months ago.
RC
(Ben) I think ‘Use of Computer’ should go up to about 75 because you can play using only 5 keys but as for the rest of the ratings they should stay as they are.
(Rob) Most of the ratings still stand except for the ludicrous ‘Use of Computer’ which should be about the 70 mark. Otherwise the game hasn’t lost any of its original appeal.
Sabre Wulf
(Ultimate)
The review of Sabre Wulf only just managed to get into issue 6 because we got it so late in the schedule but it was timed just right so we were one of the first magazines to review it. Also due to popular demand a set of ratings will be published in this review as if the game had just come out today. Most people know how to play it, just find the four parts of the amulet and get out only to find you’ve got to travel on to the Underwurlde. The game is played in a 16 by 16 grid with various monsters materialising from the ground. These can be killed by using your trusty sabre while other creatures such as the hippos and warthogs are persuaded to change direction away from you by poking them with your sabre. Only the Wulf which patrols the bottom half of the maze and the guardian that blocks your way out (unless you have the four parts of the amulet of course) aren’t affected by your sword, they kill on contact!!
• Sabre Wulf is still one of the best games around. It has very good graphics and is still as playable and addictive as anything else on the market at the moment, I don’t think it looks at all dated. When Sabre Wulf came out everyone said how much like Atic Atac it was but just with different graphics, personally I don’t really see the resemblance.
BS
• Sabre Wulf, at the time it was released, caused a bit of controversy because of the new price and some people said it was just Atic Atac over again. I agree about the price but comparing it to Atic Atac was unfair; if you say Sabre Wulf and Atic Atac are the same except for graphics, you could argue that all platform games are the same and therefore it doesn’t matter which one you buy, but as everybody knows they aren’t all alike and equally text adventures aren’t the same just because they all have text. As to the game I think it’s still pretty good and certainly addictive and playable. Still worth buying, though a little pricey.
RC
Well here’s the moment you’ve all been waiting for — the ratings.
| Use of computer | 90% |
| Graphics | 92% |
| Playability | 91% |
| Getting started | 88% |
| Addictive qualities | 95% |
| Value for money | 83% |
| Overall | 91% |
 | N·E·W·S I·N·P·U·T |
GRAPHICAL SPARKS
Leonardo, the graphics package from Creative Sparks first announced November and the basis of a competition we ran in the Christmas issue will be appearing in the shops on 11th March, Gordon Reid, Creative Sparks’ Product Manager assures us some 18 functions have been added to the package in the interim: ‘It just kept on getting bigger throughout the final stages of development,’ says Gordon. Anyone wanting to know how they could possibly enter the drawing competition will now be relieved to know that Creative Sparks will be running the whole thing again in conjunction with CRASH — so look out for the details in the May issue.
Meanwhile, the few people who still sent in entries for the Leonardo Competition before the closing date — 28th March — will receive a complimentary copy of Leonardo from Creative Sparks for showing willing, and they are welcome to re-enter, but this time they really will have to use Leonardo to create their entries.
Other readers wondering who won what in the other Christmas Issue competitions should check the results page at the end of the magazine where lists and lists of names appear. Sorry, but we haven’t yet been able to make up our minds who will win the Ultimate and Hewson Consultants map drawing competitions, there were so many brill entries. Next ish, promise.
ZX INSURANCE
A broken Spectrum out of warranty can be a major problem, and you can insure against the risk of being lumbered with expensive repair bills once the warranty has expired. Buying insurance can be a bit of a minefield at times, and it’s always worth shopping around and examining the small print on policies as well as looking at the price.
Speaking to a lady at the Domestic and General Insurance Co it seems that you could insure your Spectrum, or indeed any computer costing less than £150, against breakdown, fire, theft and accidental damage for five years from date of purchase for £31.60. You would have to take out this insurance while your computer was still under warranty, however, or very soon after the guarantee had expired.
The Micro Repair Club, which has its registered office in Wokingham, but currently uses the same address as Domestic and General’s head office on its press releases, can offer five years breakdown insurance on a home computer for £57.95 and you can join the scheme at any point in your machine’s life, providing it is in good working order.
It’s a clear case of reading the small print, taking a choice and paying your money one supposes.... Sadly, Which? Magazine published by the Consumers Association, hasn’t looked into breakdown insurance for home computers, but their more general article on domestic appliance insurance in their May 1984 edition might be a good starting point if you are thinking of insuring your computer.
Any letters on the subject from readers, insurers or Spectrum repairers marked ‘Insurance’ would be welcomed, and maybe we could pass on some information and experiences...
DRAGONTORC OF AVALON
Report and pictures by JOHN MINSON
A history lesson. When the Romans left Britain the nation fell into darkness and from the misty chaos of this crucial era came myths... of warlocks, shapeshifters and mighty heroes.
With this background, the Museum of London made an atmospherically fitting setting for Hewson Consultants to launch Dragontorc of Avalon, sequel to the CRASH Smash, Avalon. High technology met artifacts from several thousand years of history, including some replica torcs.
Torcs? They’re the twisted golden jewellery that the Celts wore before charging into bloody battle — ‘wearing your wealth round your neck’, is how Dragontorc author Steve Turner describes it.
A lot of preliminary research went into the game, which Steve says is an extension of the reality of the time. As in Avalon you command Maroc the mage, this time in battle against Morag the Shapeshifter, Witch Queen of the North, who threatens Britain with a reign of horror using the all-powerful Dragontorc.
Hewson called the first game an ‘Adventure-Movie’. For Dragontorc, they’ve coined the phrase ‘Sensory Animation’ to refer to the fact that interaction between Maroc and other characters depends on previous events, race etc. For example, elves are naturally timid — but win their confidence, and you can gather a small army.
This sophistication brings Dragontorc even closer to traditional role playing games, so it comes as no surprise to find that Steve is a Dungeons and Dragons fan and that Maroc began life as a D & D character.
Unlike many text adventures the problems here have multiple solutions but that’s more like life, according to Steve, and it means that if you’re not quick enough with the arcade elements you can find some other way.
March 28th is the day on which the mists of time roll back and once again Britain will fall into the Dark Ages.
Author Steve Turner shows the press how to guide Maroc through ancient Britain on a quest against the Shapeshifter
LEGEND HIT BACK
After the disappointment of Legend’s The Great Space Race, you might expect Legend to have developed a bit of a complex, especially about hype! John Peel, Legend’s svenghali, is unworried about such things — except that he wants no one to think that Legend only sells games through hype. But it turns out that they have developed a complex. It’s a new game called Komplex and it should be on sale by the time this edition of CRASH hits the streets.
To konfound the kritics Komplex isn’t being hyped at all (yet, anyway), in fact John Peel refused to say very much about the game beyond telling me that it is Legend’s first ever arcade game, and that it will be followed within a very few weeks by what he calls Komplex — The Editor. The Editor tape will contain all the usual gamut of cheats normally gathered painfully by hackers all over the country, infinite lives, no monsters, relocation of objects etc, etc. Maybe Legend haven’t lost their bottle after all — at CRASH we’ve been telling software houses for months that the ‘cheat’ aspect of games has become almost as important to many people as the actual content, always given that the game is good enough to grab the attention in the first place.
Anyway, there it is — Valhalla, The Great Space Race and now Komplex. Could John just squeeze out one more word on it before giving up non-hype for Lent? ‘It is a fast action arcade game, but there is a long term mission/quest element where you, the player, are the hero. I’m not making any claims for the graphics until people have had a chance to judge for themselves.’
He was persuaded to pass on one comment from someone who had a chance to see the game, and that was that they really liked it because it isn’t a clone of anything — it’s original. At which point John Peel, fearing a bout of uncontrollable hype coming on, signed off. Komplex is for the 48K Spectrum, priced £9.95, and we’ll be reviewing it next month.
SOFT AID made its debut appearance at the LET show, at the price of £4.99 rather than £2.99 as was expected when we wrote about the project in March. Still a good deal, nevertheless.
And the furry fellows at Gremlin Graphics are also doing their bit for the Computer Trade Weekly/ Soft Aid Ethiopian Appeal with a specially commissioned children’s adventure, Tinderbox. All profits will be donated to the Ethiopian Appeal.
GOING CHEAP
‘Budget software sells’ is the less than amazing conclusion that software companies are coming to. Gilsoft’s Gold Collection of eight adventures is now on the market at £1.99, including Magic Castle, Mindbender and Devil’s Island.
Beau Jolly is spending a quarter of a million pounds on TV ads for the launch of Megahits, which contains ten games on two cassettes for £19.95 — and given that six out of the ten were CRASH Smashes in their day, the package is hardly a rip-off.
Atlantis are continuing their range of budget tapes, with Nicotine Nightmare (reviewed this issue) and Self Destruct founding their new Atlantis Gold label, which will retail at £2.99. The main Atlantis label will, of course continue to provide titles at £1.99.
And Artic’s slashed the price of most of its Spectrum games to £1.99, with the exception of World Cup, and this includes the Artic adventures A–G.
OUT WITH THE SHOPPING BAG
Jokes about Argus Press Software’s shopping list for other companies abounded at the LET Show — they’d already bought Quicksilva by that stage.
At LET they stitched up a deal with Lothlorien which they now describe, quite naturally, as ‘Britain’s leading computer wargame company’. APS will now be handling the production and marketing of future Lothlorien titles. And Quicksilva themselves have tied up a similar deal with Bug-Byte through which they’ve gained the exclusive rights to seven titles developed by Bug-Byte — for a sum which the modest fellows at Quicksilva feel unable to disclose for some reason.
And Rod Cousens, Quicksilva’s MD goes on record as saying that Quicksilva intends to see considerable expansion in the field of publishing third party software this year.
Perhaps someone should start some budget software houses too?
CHUCK AN EGG TWO
Exciting news from A ’n F who are about to hatch Chuckie Egg II. They’ve asked CRASH to be official scrutineers of the Grand Chuckie Egg II National High Score Competition.
There will be six regional heats, one each held in Scotland, Wales, Ireland, North England, the Midlands and the South of England, and they will be held during August.
Entrants need to use the save routine in the program to record their high score and send it off with the tear-off part of the inlay card to enter their appropriate regional playoff, which will be fought out between the top 20 scorers from each region.
Regional winners pick up £100 and a Silver Egg trophy, while runners up gain £50 and a Silver Egglet. The dozen regional finalists forward to the National Final to be held in London, where the top prize will be £500 and the Golden Chuckie Egg; the runner up will take home the Golden Egglet and £250, while the person in third place will walk off £150 richer.
Full details of the competition are to be found on the Chuckie Egg II cassette inlay. We couldn’t see the game in time to review it for this issue, but we’re promised that Chuckie Egg fans won’t be disappointed by the new 120 screen arcade adventure starring Henhouse Harry and the haywire chocolate egg factory. Full review, next issue.
BLOODAXED
Tim Langdell of The Edge has been in touch to say that some naughty dealers have been flogging off the sample copies of Brian Bloodaxe to unsuspecting punters. ‘Is there no end to the human potential for greed?’ I hear you cry.
Trouble is, these sample copies — clearly marked as such, and mailed nationwide to dealers — had been specially doctored to make sure no-one could get a head start in the competition contained in the game. So a few people have already been in touch with The Edge in the belief that they’ve finished the game and are in line for the prize — only to find that they’ve been flogged one of the doctored copies and haven’t completed the game.
If you’ve got a copy of Brian Bloodaxe that is, or looks like it was marked ‘Sample’, the best thing to do is take it back to the shop you bought it from and ask for a proper copy.
Hello, letter writing fans, Lloyd here again, refreshed after the LET show at Olympia. NO, I didn’t go, but all the others did, so the office was pleasantly quiet for a change!
This month has seen an enormous quantity of mail come in, some of it really quite intelligent too, so if I use only bits and pieces of some people’s letter, forgive me (it’s the ‘precious space’ bit again you know). Thank you to ‘Desperate Hyper Loader’ who went to the trouble of writing the same letter three times to grab my attention, and the answer to your question is, YES IT DOES. Regarding hyper load tapes, try loading at very low volume levels as well, since many of them respond better this way. Anyway, onto the real business in hand, and the letter of the month, which wins £12 worth of software for its writer....
SUMMING UP
Dear Lloyd,
May I first take the time to congratulate the Production Team on behalf of Mr Carl Irzin and myself for an excellent magazine, the contents of which are first class. (I buy the magazine, he reads it but he buys YOUR COMPUTER, and I have to show him what a reader orientated magazine is.) As a Spectrum owner since 1982 when the latest ‘ace’ program to hit the market was City Bomber from Titan (now selling discreetly packaged games that Joan Collins would ban, let alone Mary Whitehouse), I felt it was about time I made my first correspondence on the progress of the whole industry (well as much as I can fit in without Roger Kean moaning about how valuable space is).
1. Hardware. As competition dictates, so the price of the Spectrum dropped by £50 to £129.95 making it the most attractive home computer on the market, much to the annoyance of £179.95 owners like myself. Now, with no 16K machine available, the 48K machine can be found for as little as £79.95 due to the fall in the price of the Interface 1.
The microdrives finally arrived but sadly haven’t been accepted as widely as I believe they should have been. Apart from a few formatting problems at first, all my replacements have functioned faultlessly since. Let’s hope a few companies start to produce software on microdrive now they only cost £1.95 each (come on companies — do your bit)!
The numbers of add-ons have really been outstanding, catering for every aspect of computing.
In addition to Interface 1 and microdrive, I also have the Low Profile Keyboard, Protocol 4 joystick interface and Currah Microspeech. Other add-ons include Monitors, Disc Drives, ROM cartridges, Printers, Memory Boards and many interfaces to connect anything from Music Keyboards to Robots.
2. Software. How can anyone complain about the quality of the top Spectrum software on the market at the moment? Two years ago, who would have thought we would see programs of the quality of Knight Lore, Lords of Midnight, Tir Na Nog and many more produced by innovative companies. By the time this is read these standards may have been surpassed.
However, a sad story also exists with certain software companies who have far more expertise in marketing and hype than in programming skills. Far too many companies are trying to rip off the customers with more content in the adverts than in the program they are selling, and fully deserve to get the CRASH thumbs down as did The Great Space Race. (Did the quarter of a million go towards designing the boxes? Very nice they are too).
As for the future, apart from the ludicrously high price of software (excepting budget games, now improving very quickly), the next two years could be interesting. For instance, large adventure games could be possible using the microdrive to access further data during the course of the game. Food for thought? Well perhaps something to look forward to with anticipation.
3. Publications. A lot of excellent material has been released which delves deep into the secrets of the Spectrum, both in terms of hardware and operating system as well as general topics to do with the use of the computer. These include titles such as An introduction to PASCAL, The Complete Guide to Solving the Hobbit and Machine Code for the Absolute Beginner as well as other titles.
To sum up, the last two years have given me great pleasure in using the Spectrum, to the extent where it now commands a room of its own in my house (due to a little white lie to the wife claiming I needed a study to have some peace and quiet in order to revise for my work exams). I think us Spectrum Owners should be proud that a machine with so little going for it should achieve so much in a short time.
A bit ‘Churchill-ish’ that, wasn’t it?
Keep on hacking
Allan P Dixon
Well it certainly brought tears to Roger (he was almost named after Winston Churchill) Kean’s eyes, Allan. £12 worth of software for your sentiments, as soon as you let us know what you want.
GHOSTDUSTERS
Our review of Activision’s game Ghostbusters certainly stirred up a hornets’ nest of complaint. Lots of you thought we had been very unfair. Here come some bits of some of the letters.
LM
I wish to complain about your review of Ghostbusters in issue 13. One reviewer stated that he found it impossible to return to the streets after catching a shiner. This fault only occurs if the ghost trap is placed on the road. I thoroughly enjoy the game and have spent many hours mastering and completing it.
Nicholas Shaw
The review of Ghostbusters is unfair on Activision. I would rate this game higher than Jetpac, Wheelie, Code Name Mat and Blue Thunder all added together.
Roger Godfrey (12)
I think your review of Activision’s Ghostbusters is totally unfair. If the reviewers had bothered to play the game for long enough they would have found out that yes the game does crash if the trap is fired on the road, but it is possible to take your men onto the pavement where ghosts can easily be caught without the program crashing. I think Ghostbusters is very addictive and not boring or slow.
Mark Atkin
A friend of the previous letter writer no doubt
LM
I am writing to warn people that Ghostbusters does not take Kempston joystick. I wasted time and money taking the game back to the shop a grand total of five times! I think that if the inlay of a game states that you can use a joystick, you should be able to. So now I am stuck with a crappy game that does not take Kempston joystick.
Gary Hedger
I noticed on reading the Feb issue that there was a review of Ghostbusters. ‘Ah Good,’ I thought, because I had recently acquired the game and had found it highly addictive and exciting. What horror then, when to my amazement I found it received 60% overall!
White Dwarf
Normally I, believing in your capabilities, will take note of the score given by CRASH, but after reading your review and then playing the game I could not disagree more! How can you say it is boring? You have to be alert in case Marshmallow Men or Shiners.
The part I disagree with most was the way your reviewers compared it with the Commodore 64 version as if expecting an equivalent game. We all know that the CBM 64 has better sound and graphics, so why compare? For those people who agree with me, here is an account number for 83,000. Type in the name HELLO and then 95766010.
Stephen Davies
The CBM 64 has better sound — no disagreement, but I wouldn’t say it has better graphics, better sprites yes, but different graphics. Actually, the game on the Spectrum should (because of increased memory) have been tougher, longer or better to play than the CBM 64 version. To those complainers who felt the CRASH review team failed to understand the game or played it insufficiently, I must tell you that we were playing it on the Commodore as soon as that version arrived, loved the music but still found the playability lacking.
One more...
Who is to blame for this outrage? What kind of person could degrade a game to such an extent? The review didn’t even say that this game MAY appeal to a special kind of person. Mainly me!
Ken Bentley (15)
Phew! This must be the biggest set back for CRASH since YOUR SPECTRUM came out! Gosharootie (as Loony would say), what can I say? Sorry? I still find the game a bit lacking myself, but then, I’m not a special kind of person, and the CRASH team generally thought that while the CBM 64 version succeeded because of the music, the Spectrum version failed because of the poor sound (the tune was even flat, come on, admit it). I’m convinced this game has done well because the film was a box office smash, but then, we’re all entitled to our own opinions!
Just to show how opinions can differ, here’s another...
LM
POLE POSITION
Dear Lloyd,
I am writing to warn readers of Atarisoft’s Pole Position. This game should not be allowed to be sold. I just went out and bought it, rushed home to load it as I had heard so much about it. I was totally disgusted with it.
Craig Crawford
Dear grovelling Lloyd,
I am in disagreement on just one of your reviews in the Christmas issue, and that is the one on Pole Position which I thought should have got at least 80%, as it is pretty good.
Penfold
NEVER, NEVER, NEVER!
Dear Lloyd,
On reading the letter from Michael Austin in the December issue of CRASH I became more and more annoyed. I have NEVER found a game which can’t be copied. If I find a game which can’t be copied on my 30 watt double deck, Brixton style, ‘Ghetto’ Blaster, then I use a tape copier program or I hack the game to pieces and work out a routine to put in the loader so it saves once loaded. I must now praise your magazine which is ultra brilliant and which beats other magazines out of sight.
Barry McEvoy
Do you also play lots of very LOUD heavy Metal on your Ghetto Blaster whilst hacking games to bits, I wonder? Of course, you’re obviously a talented hacker, Barry, but there are those logic-innocents who play games and have very little clue of how to go about the arcane fiddling you’re talking about (like me!)
LM
VAT OUTRAGE
Dear Lloyd,
Thank you for printing my last two letters.
I wrote to my MP concerning VAT on reading matter and enclose his reply. I’m sure you’ll be pleased to see his views. Also enclosed is a letter to him from Barney Hayhoe, a Treasury Minister. I’m sure you’ll find that interesting too.
I have two complaints about CRASH which ought to be remedied. One is Angus Ryall and the other is Oliver Frey.
Angus Ryall may be a fine strategist but if he cannot tell the truth in his articles (I refer to Scorpio), then he is as much use to CRASH readers as a Spectrum covered in raspberry jelly.
Oliver Frey is no doubt a fine artist but please tell him to stop drawing pictures like that on page 94 of the January issue of CRASH. If this continues CRASH will have to be X rated.
James Penwell
Thanks, James for sending the two letters which I quote below. Meanwhile I can confidentially tell you that the much-maligned John Merry of Scorpio Gamesworld went to say hello to Angus Ryall on the Games Workshop stand at the LET show at Olympia — and he was carrying a jar of raspberry jelly come to think of it. Oliver Frey has been taken ill as a result of your comments regarding his drawings. Anyway, you can blame Robin Candy for such illustrations because he always insists on plenty of gore.
Anyway, here are the two letters James received from his MP...
‘I have had a large postbag from constituents concerned at the proposals to introduce VAT on books and newspapers.
I am totally opposed to this move, as I think it could have a disastrous effect on the publishing and newspaper industries, and on those who seek enjoyment from reading. I believe a tax on learning would be quite wrong, and I have made by views known to the Chancellor.
From Anthony Steen MP
Dear Anthony,
You wrote to Nigel Lawson on 11 and 17 December enclosing these letters from two constituents about the possible extension of value added tax to books.
As you will appreciate, Treasury Ministers are receiving many similar representations at this time. Indeed a number of lobbying campaigns are being organised by the particular interests concerned. In response Nigel is making it quite clear that the Government favours a shift in the burden of taxation from taxes on earnings to taxes on spending. This means that the indirect tax base may have to be further extended so that income tax can be further reduced. The Government has no set views at present on how this might be best done.
The National Book Committee have sent Nigel two documents which set out their detailed arguments against VAT on books and journals. Their representations are being carefully considered.
Barney Hayhoe.
Not long after this issue is out on the streets, we shall know whether VAT goes on mags or not. Let’s hope not otherwise the CRASH staff will all have to donate 15% or whatever of their earnings to the company coffers!
In the time-honoured CRASH tradition of allowing professional programmers to pretend that they are also readers — may I present Mr Paul Hutchinson...
LM
XAVIOUR II
Dear Lloyd,
Saw the review... very fair I thought. Xaviour II should be finished soon. It’s a much better game. Here’s a quick summary of features (don’t tell anyone I told you):
256 Caverns (entirely unique)!
80 plus Passages
64 large Creature types
256 Objects
24 types of object
Fully definable keyboard
Xaviour takes to his GLOBE (he can get in or out, jump and walk) to travel through the caverns to retrieve all that is his people’s culture. Keys open chests, nets capture creatures, energy objects replenish/deplete his strength. The passages are full of flame gushers and lava droppers, timing being needed to negotiate them. Real conditions for movement are used, enabling omni-directional movement (not just 8 way), ie acceleration, momentum, friction and gravity. So I hope this gets me closer to getting a game to be a CRASH SMASH.
I’ve written a short game which is to be broadcast on LBC’s Computer Club slot on Sundays at 3.30pm. So if you want a free 100% machine code game, tune in (if you can pick the station up).
By the way, the Jetman POKEs are not my fault, Robin Candy left bits out. I’m innocent!
Paul Hutchinson
...and after that short commercial break, we return you to the programme....
And after news of new games, news of new magazines has been causing uncertainty in some parts of the land...
LM
TOO DAZZZLING
Dear Lloyd,
I have a complaint to make. Your magazine should be completely in black-and-white. To use as much colour as CRASH does is wrong for two reasons: first, as you keep telling us, colour is very expensive and the magazine would be cheaper without it; second, it causes me severe embarrassment when I open it on my daily commuter train into London. My fellow pin-striped first class travellers look at me in a very peculiar way when they see brightly coloured pictures and advertisements.
You may not realise this, but the brightest colour they can stand is the pink of the Financial Times, or, at a pinch, the little red flash on the Economist. Of course, they peer as closely as they do because the only colourful publications they are aware of are the ‘girlie’ magazines. (I am told this is true; I have never read one myself).
So please, have a little more decorum and change to tasteful black-and-white.
David LeMoir
I know exactly how you feel, David, having swayed myself into London strap-hanging on a Metropolitan London train morning after morning for years (couldn’t have afforded first class even if they had it). As you may have seen from last month’s issue, the last point in your letter about Robin Candy, which I have omitted to print, has been remedied!
LM
A LOAD OF GARBAGE
Dear Trash, or is it Crash?
Pay attention and allow me to educate you. Please tell your reviewers not to make comparisons between Commodore and Spectrum games because you know as well as I that the Commodore 64 is clearly in a different league and is superior to the Spectrum in every way. This, as we all know, is proved when it comes to comparing Ghostbusters for example, as one reviewer did in the Feb issue. You would be forgiven for thinking that he hadn’t seen the Commodore version when he wrote it, to quote one of the poor jealous fool’s lines; ‘I take the pleasure to say that the graphics are no different on the Spectrum version whatsoever.’
How did he get away with a lie like that? If he had been even the slightest bit unbiased he would have said something like: ‘Commodore version: Superb arcade quality smoothness, Sound — better than the record, overall 10/10...
‘Spectrum version: gaudy little graphics, poxy sound, and excuse me while I laugh my head off.’
So take heed all you silly little pirates who call yourselves Spectrum owners. Don’t even try to criticise the Commodore 64, you will just embarrass yourselves, and if you need to be jealous of another computer try one that’s closer matched to your own — the Jupiter Ace for example.
So try to muster some respect for the 64 and all it’s done for computer entertainment as we know it. I hope you Spectrum owners have learned something from this letter.
Mark Roberts
I’m tempted to give the address in full! Better not, anyway it’s probably not the right one. Well, you little piece of digested and voided cow food, I don’t really think I have to say very much to this load of garbage as I’m sure plenty of CRASH readers will do that for me. But I will say that your last remark is strictly inaccurate as far as this country is concerned. It is definitely the Spectrum that has done the most for games entertainment and the 64 that has followed.
LM
SPECTRUM TIP
Dear Lloyd,
Please could you publish this letter for people who get infuriated when they are typing in a complicated program and then look back several lines only to discover that a couple of important letters are missing. You pressed them all right, but perhaps too lightly.
The answer to all this is a ‘beep’, so that each time you press a key correctly, the Spectrum ‘beeps’. Before you type in your program, type: POKE 23609,99 (Enter) To get rid of the ‘beep’, type: POKE 23609,9 (Enter)
Charles Marshall
Thanks for the tip, which many people might find useful. In fact, if you look in your Spectrum manual I think you will not only find the same suggestion but also the POKE itself.
LM
AN OMISSION
Dear Lloyd,
I’m writing to you because of what I think is an important omission in your coverage of Spectrum software. This is in the coverage of serious software and programming utilities, eg Compilers and Assemblers. I have every issue of CRASH bar the first but I can only find four or five such reviews and most of these were written by entrants to your reviewers’ competition, the notable exceptions being the excellent reviews of White Lightning and Hisoft’s Ultrakit. Let me hasten to add that this is not a deficiency in our literary diet that is solely confined to CRASH; all magazines, including YOUR SPECTRUM which claims to be for the more serious Spectrum user, are sadly lacking in this department.
I am sure that a fairly large proportion of software buyers at some time or another consider buying one of these packages and, as almost all of this type of software is expensive, help is usually needed.
I understand that your team of young reviewers may not be able to whip up the enthusiasm to review anything that does not entail blasting little green aliens to bits, but Roger Kean himself has reviewed other software that has fallen into this other type of category.
In fact I suggest maybe a couple of pages each month for such reviews, indeed, when you consider that the Hall of Slime has a page to itself then it doesn’t seem much to ask for.
So Lloyd, let’s see you use your not inconsiderable influence to push for more reviews of the thinking man’s type of software. You never know, such a revelation might even lead to a much needed increase in your salary.
Mark Bilton
Flattery will get you everywhere! Take a look at this issue and you will see I’ve already done it for you! Tech Niche will be a regular clump of pages devoted to more serious programs and relevant hardware as well. Some things lined up for future issues include Assembler/Editors, Compilers, Modems and Gumby learns machine code sloooowly. (I’m not sure who the hell Gumby is, but that’s what it says on the editorial production board anyway). And as for ‘Your Spectrum’, isn’t it simply just lacking? NO, I’m sorry, I never said that.
LM
BOP AS YOU ZAP
Dear Lloyd,
Reading John Tapper’s comments several issues back about having loud music playing whilst you assault your Spectrum, set me and my friend to thinking, and the results of all that cogitation and burnt wood is the following list. Here it is, Volume I of ‘Bop as you Zap’ from Kan’t tel Records:
- Sabre Wulf
- Born to be wild/Steppenwolf
- Knight Lore
- Bark at the moon/Ozzie Osbourne
- Delta Wing
- Shot down in flames/ACDC
- Hunch Back
- Hell’s Bells/ACDC
- Skool Daze
- Problem Child/ACDC
- Halls of the Things
- Shapes of Things/Yardbirds
- Manic Miner
- Going Underground/The Jam
- D.T. Decathlon
- Born to run/Bruce Springsteen
- Jumping Jack
- Jumping Jack Flash/Rolling Stones
- Lords of Midnight
- Riders on the Storm/The Doors
- Molar Maul
- Massachusetts/The Bee Gees (geddit?)
- Lunar Jetman
- Dark Side of the Moon/Pink Floyd
- Night Gunner
- Bomber/Motorhead
- Automania
- Cars/Gary Numan
Sorry about all the Heavy Metal, but he did say LOUD music.
J. Kimmons
When playing any game like Antics, Monty Mole, Mutant Sheep Fight It out With Acid Camels at the Dawn of Time etc, I find any track from ‘Animals’ by Pink Floyd can be helpful, although depending on your frame of mind at the time, the Smiths’ ‘Meat is Murder’ might be more appropriate.
LM
POETICALLY YOURS...
Dear CRASH,
Two times I have written to CRASH,
For the greed of software, not cash,
The letters haven’t been printed before,
But with this poem I might just score.
Sabre Wulf completion was in my first letter
Followed by playing tips to make people better.
This time I write with a bit of a craze,
For I have been moved up a year in Skool Daze.
Perhaps somebody somewhere has left Skool,
Their daze are over and I’m a fool.
Atic Atic, also I have just completed,
With the aid of your map (I still cheated).
Infinite lives poke I had put in,
The poke was the only way I could win.
CRASH is the best magazine by far,
The reviews are excellent (they really are).
I could go on forever about your good side,
But there are thousands (I’ve never lied).
IF again this letter isn’t printed I’ll cry,
And never again buy CRASH (that’s a lie).
IF it is, could I have Alien 8 and Finders Keepers,
Don’t forget to print it, or for me it’s weepers.
Martin Clark
If I have Alien 8 and Finders Keepers,
I’d be for the high jump and window leapers,
For I’m only allowed £12 to award
To one letter per month in accord
With laws laid down to be seen
In operation by His Eminence RM Kean
LM
ON ACCOUNT
Dear Lloyd Mangram,
I have been reading CRASH ever since issue 5. I find your reviews quite good as they have three reviewers giving SEPARATE opinions — this is very good because one reviewer only has ONE view.
I would also like to point out to CRASH readers that the mistakes in CRASH are only typing mistakes and NOT spelling mistakes. (What mistakes...?)
My cousin has just been introduced to the Spectrum, and ever since reading CRASH has decided to buy one.
Your tips section is good and I find JETMAN hilarious! The tips are helpful, but you tend to print things that don’t have to do with anything, like in the one tip about the other boat in Jet Set Willy that would sail to an island, when you knew it wouldn’t work.
I would like to end my letter on a note about the review of Ghostbusters. I thought it was most unfair as the reviewers compared it to the Commodore version. The Commodore has much better sound and we all know the Spectrum has a small speaker. I have a copy of the game and find it fun to play. If anyone wants a sum of over £40,000 type in my name, last first, and for the account 26027404.
Daryll Ng
Not another one! I have to say, at this important juncture, that the reason for comparing the two versions of Ghostbusters was, in our opinion, valid because APART from the sound, there was very little difference between the two (compared to many conversions one way or the other). And in our opinion, by removing the sound you removed the best bit of the game. In other words, there wasn’t much game there to begin with.
LM
NO CODES..?
Dear Lloyd,
Recently I received a copy of Hewson’s Avalon. (Previously I had one but my tape recorder got hungry and chewed it up). When I got the new one home I loaded it expecting it to ask for the usual codes, but it didn’t. Instead it went straight into the game asking what method of control I wanted. Could you please tell me if this is a unique copy?
Darren Dalton
Sounds fairly unique. I wonder whether the cassette contained the pale blue code sheet? It is possible that this is an early or pre-production copy which you have happened on by some error; or perhaps it might be a commercially pirated version. The real people to ask are at Hewson Consultants themselves. They may well be interested to know about it.
LM
THE IDEAL ARCADE
Dear CRASH,
I once read in Derek Brewster’s Adventure bit that someone sent in their ideas as to the perfect adventure. So in return, I have written out what makes the perfect arcade game.
PRESENTATION
The graphics must be good in the sense that you can recognise what an object is, ie in Arcadia I haven’t the foggiest idea of what the aliens are, whereas in Pheenix the aliens are definitely birds.
The sound must add to the game. A tune is not always wonderful and sometimes slows the game down like in Booty. Ultimate’s games have never used tunes but they have nearly continuous sound because they use it for footsteps, aliens appearing etc. If a tune is used it must have an on/off switch.
The inlay card should have an eye-catching cover, screen shots from the game and a humorous storyline, Fantasy is a good example of the last point.
If the game is just a plain ‘arcade’ game, ie mindless zapping, rescuing girlfriends or eating cherries, then the inlay should explain the game in every detail. If the game is an arcade/adventure like Atic Atac, then the inlay should give nothing away. It should just explain your quest and leave you to solve the problems. In the case of Ultimate, they have taken this one step further by giving you your quest cryptically with rhymes.
The game should provide a ‘demo mode’, there are 2 types; the ‘attract’ demo, which shows all the screens, or the ‘game in action’ demo, which shows some of the screens with the hero in action. In my opinion, the latter is the best, just because it gives an idea of what to expect AND shows how ‘you’ actually fare against it.
USER FRIENDLINESS
The game must be extremely user-friendly. It must have user-definable keys (this is something that Ultimate still have to learn), plenty of joystick options and a good option is where you can change the game slightly. As such, Dark Star, Match Day and Penetrator are the only ones like this that I know of. This is not a necessity but if there is any memory left it should be thought of.
Now we come to what I call the ‘Oh ****!’ part of the game. This is where yours truly is on the last screen of a game with one life left to go. The palms are sweating, the heart is beating faster... and I lose my last life. This causes me to cry out in the above-mentioned fashion. I realise that I will have to start all over again and as it took me three hours last time to get there, I pull the plug. There are three ways to cure this type of mental breakdown...
THE SAVE FACILITY
This allows you to SAVE the details of where you are, what you are carrying, how many lives you have left, etc, onto tape (rather like an adventure). Only one game I know of does this — Strangeloop. Full marks to Virgin, even though the game is unplayable....
THE ENTRY MODE
This is where each level of the game has an entry code. When you begin a new level you are asked which level you want to start at, and if you can enter the level entry code correctly then you are allowed to play on that level. This gets rid of the tedious ‘start to finish’ route which most games use. There are some disadvantages with this system, however, some magazines (mentioning no names but one of them rhymes with ‘Smash’) print these codes and nerds like myself can jump straight in at level 8 and not even look at the previous levels. (I still can’t complete level 1 of Wheelie yet, but I’ve played on all the other levels....
THE TRAINING MODE
This is the worst of the three, but it is still good at that. The ideal Training Mode should only let you play one screen at a time and with a few things missing to make the actual game that bit harder. Turmoil’s trainer is very good in that it won’t let you score but does take away lives if you get killed.
You can tell these methods work well by the fact that I am now ****ed off with Kokotoni Wilf (because I get to the last level with one life left and get killed off very quickly), but I still play Wheelie.
The game must be easy to start with. This is to give you time to ‘get the feel’ of controlling ‘you’ and how the nasties work. But it must get harder as the game nears the end. This may sound obvious but it is surprising how many games take hours to get off the first level/screen.
Finally, the game must have a reasonable price, for while I was willing to pay £10 for Knight Lore, I am not prepared to be ripped paying £10 for Underwurlde.
Jeff Herbert
Thanks for the ideas, Jeff. I have to add that it’s a pity I couldn’t print your actual letter, because it was beautifully written in large-size Gothic script, and proved surprisingly easy to type in on my 1876 Hermes hammerwriter. I have the feeling there are actually more games than you mention which have some form of player-definable design feature, Omega Run by CRL for one, Soft Proj’s Lode Runner for another. As you say, some points might seem very obvious, but I agree that there are loads of games that fail to get some of these points anyway.
LM
Well that’s about it for the main letters. Just a few points at the end I have already printed a snippet from Penfold’s letter on Pole Position, but he added another dimension to the ‘what computer people are’ piece I printed recently, and I quote it here, for what it’s worth!
- ZX81
- People who wish they had a proper computer.
- ZX Spectrum
- The working class fella or lass who knows they’ve got a proper computer.
- Vic 20
- People who couldn’t buy a good value for money computer to save their lives.
- Electron
- Snobs who wish they had enough money to buy an I.T.V.
- CBM64
- People who get lost trying to fathom out the Elephant’s brain.
- BBC
- Snobs who have the money but not the brains to buy an expensive computer.
- Amstrad
- People with good eyesight (’cos the writing’s green on green).
Thank you Penfold! Neil Hurst wants to know why Ultimate advertised Alien 8 so in advance of its release, and why the people in Yorkshire are always the last ones to get good games, since it went on sale in London before he could find it locally. Well I can’t tell you anything about Ultimate’s advertising plans really, because I don’t know. I do know that most games are available to stockists the same day everywhere. You should take up the cudgels with your local shops, Neil.
Vince Kelly writes to praise CRASH Mail Order for their prompt service but asks that as a CRASH Subscriber is he entitled to dock 50p off EACH mail order item ordered. The answer, Vince is YES. The second question is, does this include hardware? And that answer is NO. CRASH Mail Order does not handle much in the way of hardware. The principal reason for this, I am told, is because the cost of packaging and postage is far higher than it is for software, and CRASH Mail order works on a post-included basis, so hardware would not be very economical. Manufacturers can afford to do this, of course, because they aren’t paying anything like the wholesale prices that CRASH Mail order would have to pay. However, keep your eyes peeled — there may be some changes in that before very much longer.
TECH NICHE
This issue sees the start of a new corner in CRASH, the Tech Niche, which will appear every month, crammed full of news and reviews of gizmos you can bolt on to your trusty Spectrum. We’ll also be taking a look at some of the things you can get up to with your Spectrum ...other than play games, that is!
We’ll be doing profiles on Utility programmers, reviewing utility packages and digesting the contents of a few technical-type books, which we’ll tell you about. Hardware, including printers, disk drives, and all the peripherals that can turn your Speccy into something Specc-ial will be put under the Tech Niche microscope in due course, and there are plans for roundups on specific products like add-on keyboards, joystick interfaces and compilers (which go part of the way towards saving you the bother of writing in machine code).
In the next two issues the Tech Niche Team, aided and abetted by a professional musician and keyboard teacher, will be examining the ways you can compose, play and even learn music with your computer.
We hope to take a look at Modems and Micronet 800, and may even include a regular sub-Niche for communications freaks who can’t resist making telephone calls with their computers.
Who knows, robots and the kind of things they can get up to may prompt us to push our pens over paper in a while. The artistically minded among you will be pleased to hear that a review of graphics packages and input devices is already on the drawing board!
Maybe all the marketing men out there in the wide world, who’ve been wondering why we haven’t written about their products as much as they’d like will be able to sleep more soundly in their beds at night once they’ve sent us their utilities and add-ons for scrutiny and evaluation. Don’t say CRASH isn’t a caring magazine, even if WE have to stay up nights to do it, Tech Niche will provide a forum for all that’s happening away from the games front line.
And don’t forget, dear readers, that we’re here to serve your every whim. Well, a whim a week, at any rate. If you think there’s some aspect of Spectrum ownership to do with hardware or non-games software that the Tech Niche Team should take a look at, drop us a line — we might even print the odd letter, you never know...
THE DESIGNER’S PENCIL
Producer: Activision Inc
Author: James Software Ltd
Price: £9.99
Finally, the first graphics designer with a musical flair has arrived. Activision’s The Designer’s Pencil not only displays drawing talent, but also delights with musical knowhow. If you’re not careful, it will whistle all the time while it’s being creative. If you’re ready to create your first pop video show, read on....
The Designer’s Pencil contains a graphics and audio language subset which can be accessed entirely via cursor control either using the keyboard controls, Sinclair Interface 2, Kempston or cursor interface. Just point the cursor at the displayed command and press the action button. Just like an Ikon driven program without the Ikons....
The Programming Screen is divided into four main sections. Six small rectangles at the bottom of the screen represent the Master Commands which control the main activities. The scrolling instruction window displays the available graphics and audio instruction set ready for selection. The Prompt Window at the top left of the screen is the load and save work area. The rest of the screen is available for the current program listing.
If you’ve ever been in a supermarket, you’ll find yourself at home with The Designer’s Pencil. Just drive up with your cursor or shopping basket to the display shelf/instruction set and collect the desired item or items. The selected instructions are automatically listed in the programming area (no queueing at the pay counter!) and once the shopping list is complete, point the cursor to the RUN master command and the assembled program will run displaying your lack of drawing and musical talent.
There is no ‘on live’ design, in a manner similar to Logo the picture must be programmed indirectly and sequentially by creating a drawing file which can be subsequently run and checked. On RUN the Draw Page is displayed and the file is executed with the picture developing as if by magic to the accompaniment of any programmed sound effects. The picture can be saved on completion or reviewed at any time during further editing. Lines can be inserted, deleted or modified.
DRAWING FACILITIES
Most standard drawing functions are available: Clear Screen, Paper and Ink colour selection, Pencil on and off, Kaleidoscope on or off (mirroring in four quadrants), Circle, Fill, Text print, Drawing speed select and Arc drawing with a set radius. Extra to this comes the incredible range of musical commands which consist of NOTE followed by the pitch and octave.
Structured programming is also catered for with the help of labels, variables and an unconditional jump instruction. Subroutines are made possible with a jump to sub and a Return function. Program loops can be incorporated with a RECURSE A B command with variable B controlling the repeat cycle.
Variables may be set with fixed, random or with current coordinate values and simple conditional branches allow further structuring. For debugging purposes two functions may be of some use: DEBUG A displays the value of the selected variable and VIEW X/Y the current values of the coordinates during RUN.
The picture or the draw file may be saved on tape or microdrive under a given file name. The picture also can be printed on a Spectrum compatible printer (ZX printer, Alphacom 32 etc.).
LIKES AND DISLIKES
The Designer’s Pencil’s use is very limited due to the lack of an immediate draw mode. Worst of all the cursor driven operation can drive anyone not only round the screen but also round the bend, as it simply takes hours moving the cursor up and down the instruction list or naming a file running up and down the alphabet. What looks like a good idea at first turns into a regular nightmare and anyone will wish for the good old-fashioned keyboard entry. The musical capability is very limited, but provides an extra dimension to the draw performance.
The Designer’s Pencil is a curious piece of programming, which should keep anyone intrigued for at least a couple of hours....
THE CARTOON GUIDE TO COMPUTER SCIENCE | |
By Larry Gonick £3.95
Harper and Row
There’s really no reason to remain in the dark about computers and computer science, even if the prospect of delving into amazingly complicated textbooks has so far proved too daunting.
Admittedly, there are a few beginner’s guides currently available which try to take the pain out of approaching the subject, but all too often they are either downright patronising in tone or assume a certain level of pre-knowledge of their reader.
Larry Gonick’s apparently humble paperback volume is truly a masterpiece of explanatory writing — and drawing. Anyone thinking about getting to grips with the theoretical side of computer hardware, software and systems would be well advised to get hold of a copy and write their name in large letters inside the front cover straightaway — it’s one of those books likely to walk!
An all-encompassing overview of computer science is an ambitious project to embark on between the covers of one book, but Larry Gonick has succeeded, presenting an excellent mix of entertainment and education in his Cartoon Guide.
Split into three sections, the book begins with an explanation of the concept of ‘information’, which is what computers are very good at processing. Mr Gonick then takes his reader gently through number theory, explaining why computers use the binary system and how it works, onto the early days of hardware, presenting a potted history of computers. From that perspective the internal workings of hardware and microprocessor architecture are attacked. While this second section of the book (‘Logical Spaghetti’!) requires a little more effort from the reader who may need to resort to a little pencil and paperwork, it must be the least painful, most user friendly introduction to combinational logic ever written.
The concluding section ‘Software’ introduces a few fundamental aspects of programming, using BASIC for examples of constructions, and then wraps up with a glimpse of the kind of things that computers can be used for, given the appropriate programs.
Larry Gonick describes himself as ‘an overeducated cartoonist’. He has certainly found the ideal way of sharing some of his excess education. The whole style of this book is appealing; the cartoons work as a foil to the text assisting the words to get the message across rather than acting as illustrations. The humour, contained in both the drawings and the text, serves to lighten the reader’s task of taking in new concepts yet avoids trivialising the subject. Boolean algebra is ‘light reading’ to very few people, for instance, but Larry Gonick’s treatment of Boole’s laws, using spotted or NOT spotted and glad or NOT glad pigs as the first worked example is a joy to read. ‘Essential Reading’ is a phrase which is prone to being used lightly by some book reviewers: but not this one! Just go out and buy a copy of The Cartoon Guide, I promise you won’t be able to avoid learning quite a lot about Computer Science if you do, and you’ll be entertained in the process. I just wish Mr Gonick had got his act together years ago, when I started learning about computers — the accurate overview he presents in this book would have been invaluable in making everything I learnt drop into place in some sort of order.
The first book to be reviewed in these soon-to-be-hallowed pages, The Cartoon Guide to Computer Science also wins the accolade of the first book to be awarded a CRASH Smash. Nuff said?

WHEN THE LEVEE BREAKS
In February a Green paper, a discussion document, went before Parliament which proposes the levy of 10p on an audio tape and 25p on a video tape. The reasons behind this unwelcome addition to personal finances lie in the estimated 65 million LPs lost every year to the illegal taping of music and startling statistics which suggest that up to 90% of blank tapes are used for reproducing copyright material.
Could I take this opportunity to put a voice to what many must think of this bill, that it is ill-conceived and insensitive. The loss of LP sales is a very difficult commodity to quantify as the figure assumes that a fair proportion of those who tape LPs would have been prepared to buy a good number of their taped collection. My own experience, and that of many of my acquaintances, does not bear this judgement out. Before looking at the bill’s effects on computing let us first analyse another vested interest which has called for the levy.
Video cassettes are used to tape TV programmes more conveniently viewed at a later time. It is hard to visualise exactly where the TV companies are losing out. The idea that taping reduces the life span of a TV programme as it reduces the number of occasions on which it can sensibly be repeated is not borne out by the facts which relate an increase in the number of repeats since the meteoric rise in video recorder sales. It is true that three years ago, say, all blank tapes could be used for were dictating machines or copying but now a significant number are used in the home computer sector, for example, in the legitimate acts of saving adventure games or, for that matter, programming itself (the pile of blank cassettes which build up developing a complex game can grow incredibly high).
So the question is, how is the money raised by the levy to be split between the music and computer industries and if the Government seriously intended to include the computer industry why are discs and microdrives not included in the bill? If money is to be appropriated to the computer industry how will distribution be achieved amongst all the companies vying for a share of the proceeds when some are reticent over sales figures and other distort figures up to a factor of ten?
It would seem this bill could end up as a direct tax on adventuring with the levy (which amounts to a fine) being added to the amount already allocated in the price of adventure games to offset the proportion lost to illegal copying. The bill is an insult to all those who have never made an illegal copy of a computer game. A law which assumes everyone to be a criminal and punishing everyone as such will set a bad precedent and is the equivalent of imposing a levy of 20p on a gallon of petrol to combat speeding.
By imposing this levy the Government would be virtually legalising the copying of copyright material and instill a feeling that has it that, since the levy has been paid then it must now be all right to copy. In short, if you’ve paid the fine you might as well commit the crime.
AFGHAN ATTACK
Producer: Southern Software
Author: Mark Phillips, Andrew Graham
Price: £7.95
Afghan Attack is a reasonably topical adventure offering something a little different with special features including communicating aliens, control over their activities and real-time simulation.
The title does not refer to an altercation with man’s best friend on Hampstead Heath but to that more distant turmoil, the stomping ground of ITN film crews who remind us every other day what might happen to us were we ever foolish enough to construct the channel tunnel. The funny thing is, if things get any worse in our once homely islands the Russians wouldn’t even be interested — although all those Japanese video recorders might prove useful for videotaping Russian parades.
Anyhow, back to Afghanistan which is slipping down the news charts (it now follows Princess Di’s hairdo) after briefly hitting number one when the Ruskies decided to stretch their legs a little and stroll around Asia.
The game is set deep within trouble torn Afghanistan where the invading Soviet army is in a desperate battle with the stubborn Afghan rebels. We are told on loading ‘this adventure is purely for entertainment. The plot is based on total fiction and holds no political or educational bearing whatsoever.’
This is the stuff — pure gobbledegookski and antipropadarnosk — you’ll leave this program as precisely ill-informed as when you entered it — super! Not quite though, the instructions which load separately before the game must be some of the longest on record, and in the style boring radio stations have made their own, one screen is devoted to dedications including one Bilbo and a Longfellow.
A request has been put to western governments by the Pakistani leaders seeking intervention due to the increasing numbers of Soviet troops massing on their NW border with Afghanistan.
The western leaders meet in Paris to discuss the crisis and after intense negotiations send a crack force of highly trained men to head-off Soviet movement on the eastern road out of Kabul.
You, the Commander will lead fifty British Paratroopers (including ten under your direct command) and five Officers. The adventure consists of two parts where part two begins north of the camp in part one, and on request Southern can supply a clue cheat, a list of objects and a complete list of the vocabulary.
Vocabulary is verb/noun but with some notable exceptions. Communications can become quite involved with constructions such as SERGEANT GRANT OPEN FIRE and LIEUTENANT TRAVIS ATTACK HELICOPTER or even CORPORAL MARSH FIRE BLOWPIPE. DISTRIBUTE and DEPLOY are further refinements to the active battlefield scenario where DEPLOY allows you to detail your men wherever feasible.
Instructions before programs are tolerable unless, as in this case, they are overlong. In fact you must load up part one of the game once you’ve loaded up the instructions. This means it is not easy to look up an aspect you may have forgotten and, of course, necessarily increases loading time.
Instructions, really, are for covers with perhaps some salient points précised into the program. Here we have verbose volumes within the program in a throw back to 1983, à la Timegate. The program claims a friendly vocabulary but is about as friendly as a Russian entrepreneur denied his full quota of blue jeans. LEAVE or GET OUT would seem too straightforward and you can only disembark the helicopter by resorting to JUMP OUT (still, could be worse, how about DISEMBARK!) and why is it seemingly impossible to get back into the helicopter. Unfriendly moments can be lightened with prompts to coax the player into the right area eg TRY TO REMOVE COVERS or something to that effect but this program provides no such assistance.
It would seem Quilled adventures share this vocabulary problem to a large extent where, compared to programs written without the aid, they do not offer as many verb/noun alternatives for one action. Often a Quilled game will allow only the one verb/ noun combination for any one action. Hence the helicopter problem here.
Afghan Attack offers a very different challenge to the norm and appears well-written with a good text. The atmosphere is built up consistently with M16 machine guns and ammunitions, bayonets and grenades, and this is cemented by the feeling of power from your control of a large body of men and their officers. If you grow tired of the traditional adventure and can overlook an obstinate vocabulary then this program is well worth the (rather considerable) effort required to unravel what is a very complicated plot. PS Isn’t it funny how at school you do a soppy language like French when Russian is what you’re after?
Now pass that ‘Get by in Russian’ book here and let me look up ‘No missiles here — we’re a nuclear free zone’.
COMMENTS
Difficulty: quite difficult due to wording
Graphics: none
Presentation: good
Input facility: very fast
General Rating: Quite good, but possibly a bit expensive, especially for a Quilled game.
| Atmosphere | 8/10 |
| Vocabulary | 5/10 |
| Logic | 7/10 |
| Debugging | 10/10 |
| Overall Value | 6/10 |
DEAD AT THE CONTROLS
Producer: Artic Computing Ltd
Author: David Stone
Price: £6.95
Arctic Computing, although often distracted by the arcade sector, still churn out adventures like so many hamburgers from a takeaway. Arctic’s large catalogue of competent and difficult adventures have not kept pace with the market where rivals have been quicker to innovate and refine their product. This game, again, is competent, with fine graphics and a fast response, but perhaps it is more correctly described as pedantic rather than difficult.
You, Captain Ferret, are circling a strange planet when you take a direct hit and, courageously abandoning the crew to their fate, you parachute to the relative safety of the planet’s surface. Here you begin the task of collecting the very important equipment scattered about in the debris.
Not much of a storyline admit Arctic humorously and, well, at least they are honest and don’t go on trying to prop up a plot that never existed. To cut a short story even shorter the locations are divided into an Aztec sector and Hyperdome area. I hope this isn’t one of those reviews where you try and make sense of the questionable bits and pieces of a pre-production cassette only to find all explained about two months later in the main body of the magazine. I can see it now, Dead at the Controls is a superb whimsical piece, so humorous, so inventive relating how a captain disguised as a ferret goes about proving the link between anxiety about hairy legs with the lack of trouser bottoms in pre-Socratic society and how this all relates to the artificial propagation of plants.
Anything is possible in computer software but I think it unlikely that a plot like that above will hatch out in this case.
The face the game presents to the world is attractive with a likeable loading screen followed by great graphics, although many on the forest theme are repeats, as are the pictures of the hyperdomes. One slight irritation in design is the use of large block capitals which are difficult to read when compared to their lower case brethren. The plot, or theme for that matter, remains obscure so I’ll move straight onto the vocabulary. Alas, the vocabulary is most unhelpful with one or two specific examples coming to mind though the problem runs right through the adventure. Finding a mousetrap to deal with the mouse you GET MOUSETRAP but the program will only accept GET TRAP. Similarly GET HELMET rather than GET SPACE (HELMET) yet just as you were coming to terms with the dialogue it, on one occasion, chooses to accept the obvious; GET GEIGER or GET COUNTER are both accepted. Were this not awkward enough some of the verbs needed are ridiculously obscure. No ticking off for giving this one away. How about BAIT TRAP where SET TRAP is not accepted! The examine command is dormant and results in ‘You don’t see much’. Generally speaking, input is only accepted for the furtherance of your immediate task and there are few sidelines, humorous or otherwise.
I have said that this game has no discernable plot and this is true but it does have a thread running throughout in the form of a teleport machine. This machine is called by an object often found lying around on desks where calling the machine involves guessing which number to press and the location where you should press it. This is not so easy and soon becomes a chore.
Artic have produced a passable adventure which sports super graphics but is lacking in those ingredients that go to make a memorable game. Two comments best sum it up. In the first locality READ SIGN brings the retort ‘Abandon all hope, etc’ and, when caught out by the constant number pressing to summon the teleport machine it is worth remembering this game has the most efficient QUIT I have come across. No series of Y/N hurdles to negotiate. QUIT and enter sends you straight back to the first location in record time.
COMMENTS
Difficulty: very difficult due to pedantic word-matching
Graphics: on some locations and good
Presentation: quite good although graphics scroll off
Input facility: verb/noun
Response: very fast
General Rating: Lacking in atmosphere.
| Atmosphere | 6/10 |
| Vocabulary | 5/10 |
| Logic | 6/10 |
| Debugging | 10/10 |
| Overall Value | 6/10 |
FUNHOUSE
Producer: Pacific Software
Price: £3.99
If you take satisfaction in the journalistic exposé based upon hours of painstaking investigation and the dogged tracking of hot leads then you will revel in the knowledge that this game, despite some of the more elaborate devices of concealment, can now be exposed as a Quilled game. But let me immediately deflate the impact of the news. Far from hours it really only took me minutes to come to this conclusion and further, although Quilled, this game departs to such a significant degree from earlier Quilled adventures, it would be most unfair to write it off as yet another adventure clone. To make an impact this type of game must offer something new in the way of theme or interest and I think here we have an original work and a consistently well-executed concept.
The story on the cassette inlay is a teeny bit garbled so I think I’ll feed it through the journalese machine which crunches up all the words and blends them into a soft gooey sandwich spread sandwich spread (stretching all the facts in the process). The scene of the game is the old abandoned amusement park of Funhouse (abandoned amusement parks, like phone boxes that work, are things which have no parallel in the real world). Now, let’s throw in some aliens to spice things up, a sprinkle of zombies, three dollops of green slimy dwarf, mix well and top off with a powerful brain to run it all and if this software takes off perhaps some American Film Financier could use material like this to produce the hit of 86. Herman Hermit must produce the sound track but (like the original?) he is half insane and talks in riddles.
Your quest is to search for and destroy the alien’s brain. Two objects are most important to the quest. The Golden Mask, said to be in two pieces, which will protect you should you gaze upon the brain. The Golden Key is said to have the power to take the life force from the brain. This adventure will take the utmost care as the green slimy dwarves, or Gromuts, have created traps of the most despicable nature which will often result in an early death.
Let’s have a look at how the game plays.
Once you get over the iron gate at the start and illuminate your way with the torch of Herman gives you (it must be night — eerie) you will find a very large adventure just waiting to be explored. The overall layout has been well thought through and the distribution of objects intelligent and logical — searching around the old ticket office turns up a ticket which proves useful for one of the fairground rides later on. Examine and search are almost always useful to the extent where if an inquiry comes to nought it might well be only the wording which needs refinement to bring some new facts to light. It is worth noting that search is distinct from examine to the extent SEARCH CHAIR brings a less than useful response while EXAMINE CHAIR reveals the goodies. The rest of the vocabulary is friendly and it’s worth being persistent as often only the correct (but mostly obvious) word is accepted eg EXIT takes you out of the old ticket office caravan while OUT leaves you flummoxed amongst the litter of old ticket stubs.
The storyline is interesting and most lucid and after much playing threads begin to come together to tie up a coherent plot. For example, what would you make of a badly scratched and chewed kennel, a snapped chain and a discarded bone? Almost everything you meet can work or show some animation. The vandalised telephone box responds to ANSWER PHONE and the rust remover does indeed remove rust, but in one instance ends up in one of the many instant deaths where once you realize your fate it is too late. (Incidentally, it’s GET RUST REMOVER and not GET REMOVER). One item I couldn’t get to work was the brass machine with a handle on one side — a shame since it turned out to be a ‘What the butler saw’ contraption.
The graphics, where they occur, are simple either using repeated formats or amounting to no more than the odd signpost pointing the way and represent the bare minimum for the generic subscript ‘graphic adventure’. Like the rest of the program, the response time for the graphics is very fast and there’s very little to prevent you shooting around most of the adventure from the off. Who knows, if you can deal with the malevolent attentions of the three Gromuts, Beltsnog, Ristlig and Talsnig (usually first encountered when you pick up food dropped by Herman) you might have a crack at getting through in one long session. Most though will be defeated by the sheer length of this one.
Funhouse is an aptly named program as it does indeed put some of the fun back into computing, not so much through silly jokes but via a good imaginative plot. The game is quite long with most locations opened up for exploration right from the start, a system which offers the interest of having many problems to solve at any one time. An amusement park is a super setting and you do get the feeling of having the run-around of a park and all that entails. Great fun.
COMMENTS
Difficulty: moderate
Graphics: some primitive illustrations
Presentation: good
Input facility: verb/noun
Response: very fast
General Rating: Quite good and original scenario.
| Atmosphere | 7/10 |
| Vocabulary | 8/10 |
| Logic | 6/10 |
| Debugging | 10/10 |
| Overall Value | 7/10 |
THE HOLLOW
Producer: Gilsoft International
Author: Tom Davies, Huw Jones
Price: £5.50
If you are impressed by official endorsements then perhaps you might like to take a look at this latest Quilled game which is marketed by non-other than the originators of the adventure aid themselves — Gilsoft. It’s not long after loading that you see why Gilsoft had a high regard for this particular attempt: the presentation is very distinctive with good use of all the Spectrum colours and using flash to distinguish those objects which may offer the most assistance. The location descriptions are long, detailed and full of atmosphere and interest and, at a time when adventures increasingly appear more awkward and demanding, this one merrily flows along.
Walking along a cliff-top path back to your holiday hotel you wonder at the length of a so-called shortcut from the beach. As you enter a hollow the hot summer breeze turns cool and as you clamber out things have changed around you so markedly, well, you must have chanced upon a time warp and an adventure quest (hence the title).
You are transported long ago to the time of wizards and magicians following a war between an uncaring Lord of the Lands and its people. The Magician the people turned to was no better than the Lord, casting a spell over the land imprisoning all light and darkness within a perfectly round stone. Splitting the stone into two, the Magician placed the Darkness into the larger fragment and the Light into the smaller. Finding where each lies and joining them would break the spell. Not only must you find these two parts of the stone but also the seven fragments of a magical medallion hidden in the mysterious land of Moylan, to be joined with the 3 fragments given you at the very start. Then you can enter the Wizard’s Tower and free the land of Moylan from the Wizard’s spell and so return to your own time.
There are two aspects of this game which are unusual, but pleasantly so. You meet the first very quickly from the start whereby you pick up the three fragments of the Moylan Medallion automatically on visiting the location and this sort of automatic action occurs in one or two other locations further into the adventure. This I feel is a good point as it saves typing time involved with the obvious and it gives the game a racy feel. The other surprise is the length of the descriptions resulting from the examine command whose power is enhanced throughout leading to all sorts of sudden and unexpected happenings. (As a let down from the continual stream of happenings EXAM DOG brings about a delightful non-event).
Heading south from the hollow you enter a woodland to the east side of which is a well and a message. Curiously, perhaps due to a shortcoming in The Quill itself, you cannot read the message and the program is left to direct your efforts towards examining the message. More curious still is on examination a sudden breeze blows the message away!
Offshoots lead to the ancient town of Moylan, and a location described thus, ‘Every wall in this dingy room is covered by shelves. Bottles containing differently coloured liquids sit on the shelves and on the floor beside a stained work bench’. There are also some bars of gold just waiting to be picked up.
The Hollow is a very fast-paced adventure with the fast response time taking you rapidly to useful objects which flash invitingly. The examine command is powerful and leads deeper into the plot. The instructions and storyline are full, coherent and imaginative. One of the better Quilled games from the plethora of look-alikes.
COMMENTS
Difficulty: quite easy
Graphics: none
Presentation: very good
Input facility: verb/noun
Response: instantaneous
General Rating: Good imaginative adventure.
| Atmosphere | 9/10 |
| Vocabulary | 8/10 |
| Logic | 8/10 |
| Debugging | 10/10 |
| Overall Value | 8/10 |
THE TRIPODS
Producer: Red Shift Ltd
Author: Watermill Productions Ltd
Price: £12.95
How far should a reviewer let the reader progress through a review before unleashing the line that says it all; it is one of those unfathomable questions. I could begin by saying how interested I was in the game having seen the rather curious television programme that drones on in the background while you busy yourself making a large pot of tea, and as slowly as possible. Sitting drinking the tea you began to realise Tripods are harmless, it is the television that does all the fate-capping.
Well, here is that line I was on about. The Tripods computer program is harmless and in the worst possible sense — it won’t have you engrossed while you should be snoozing with a steaming cocoa in front of Sergeant Bilko and The Weatherman (in case you don’t watch TV, and haven’t yet been capped, these are two separate programmes!)
It’s not the packaging that is amiss, very sleek in fact, or the instructions, the stylish booklet is eminently readable, or the competition which beckons with £500 worth of software or hardware of your choice. No, you’ve guessed it, it is what is on that piece of brown tape revolving within that block of plastic that fits snugly into your cassette recorder which is what leaves you as sunk as a two-legged Tripod. Never mind, do read on, if only to find out what dubious projects the BBC will endorse these days.
You can choose any name you can think of for your character who, after crossing over from England having been recruited by Ozymandias, starts from one of the French ports (Dieppe, Le Havre etc.) to get to the White Mountains in SE France to help the free men defeat The Tripods. Having noted the TV series only for its remarkable plagiarism of War of the Worlds, its long silent passages interspersed by futuristic (Dr Who) music and laboured dialogue fit for a tortoise’s coming-of-age party I couldn’t tell you whether this is true to the television programme, but, come to think of it, there was a French geezer.
The booklet goes on to warn of the dangers posed by the terrain, weather and The Tripods. This sounds about as exciting as a trip to see Hartlepool’s United v Reelection Town or a Bosworth High Parents’ Evening but the sad point is the game is even more boring than it sounds. Take your battle with the terrain which transpires to be no more than the computer coming up with ‘You cannot move there’. Far from having the eight compass directions from which to choose you often find yourself guided towards a choice between two directions, and sometimes tunnelled into just the one! If this represents an invasion of France then here we have a game that steps off the ferry at Dieppe only to sink in the marshes around Cherbourg.
On the journey across France you will need to eat well and to collect only those items really needed as too much weight will slow you down and you might never reach the mountains. When you begin a new game you can enter the names of up to four players. The structure proves highly elastic and allows the deletion of any players who do not wish to continue, suspension of any who can’t play just at the moment or the addition of any to make up the four on restarting an old game. In areas like these — offering a team game and a sophisticated array of options — this program shows some of its class.
Apart from the black guards, who will arrest, beat and possibly report you if caught, your main adversaries are those huge metallic beasts resembling 50’s decor breakfast stools. Every time a Tripod sees you, your immunity to being capped may decrease and should it fall to zero you may well be capped, thereby losing all. (Incidentally, ‘capped’ is something dreadful and refers to the feeling you get when you are the only one wearing his cap on the first day at the local, posh, public school). If you want to move on and there is a Tripod nearby you will always be noticed, and possibly capped, unless you first press T allowing you the options of either hiding, or disorientating The Tripod by jamming its communications with a radio or dazzling it with a strategically placed mirror.
If the screen layout resembles Lords of Midnight (or rather, Doomdark’s Revenge, as the shading for the sky is very similar) then that can hardly be a bad thing given that game’s universal appeal. The Tripods has a very pleasing appearance, the sort that lends itself well to colourful screen shots in glossy magazines with trees in full blossom, fields, marshes and farms, windmills and ruins, castles and small towns. When the day clock at the bottom of the screen runs out you will be forced to camp until the next day. Your food then goes down while you eat and your health improves with the rest. At the end of the week the items you are carrying will be examined and the worn out or broken ones thrown away. Also, all four players receive an update. The next players then get a turn where even if they follow the same route may meet different people or experience greater success than yourself.
This is the paragraph that has our Tripod hopping on one leg. This game is so slow you become aware of grass growing and the vastness of geological time. It thus joins the burgeoning populace of the home for geriatric games and its founding member, The Wrath of Magra. After five minutes you become lethargic and disinterested as if sitting in one of those interminable college lectures where everyone falls asleep to the metronomic chantings of the ranting crony at the front. This simile is most apt as it is the feeling of non-involvement which strikes you about the game. Movement is often restricted, choices in any one frame are between picking up an item or not, or talking to a stranger or not and the results of your actions are similarly hit or miss. Arbitrariness and a deep detachment win the day, so much so that even a dedicated reviewer cannot muster the patience to check whether this game really expects three people to sit and wait all that time while one person completes his moves.
The Tripods is a real-time game but this feature is rendered almost useless since it is painfully slow due to much of its action relying on BASIC. Its complexity does not warrant the label ‘strategy’ and there is little left to do but choose between move, eat, pick or examine pack when the program eventually delivers a prompt for you to do something. The Tripods is somewhat similar to the strategy classic Lords of Midnight but does not offer as much flexibility in movement, as deep a perspective a landscape or reasons to choose one direction over another. To the extent Doomdark’s Revenge expanded upon a tried and tested theme, The Tripods does not develop the television series to its full potential and pales in comparison.
COMMENTS
Difficulty: Easy to play but will probably take a while to complete.
Graphics: Quite good 3D perspective as in Lords of Midnight
Presentation: With text on both top and bottom of graphics, rather messy
Response: Very slow, has you continually prodding keyboard for a response
General Rating: Although it takes many ideas from L of M it is a bore. Overpriced.
| Atmosphere | 6/10 |
| Vocabulary | N/A |
| Logic | 5/10 |
| Debugging | 9/10 |
| Overall Value | 4/10 |
VILLAGE UNDERWORLD
Producer: Orpheus Ltd
Author: Keith A. Parrock
Price: £4.95
The Village Underworld is another Quilled game that offers something special, not in any new or radical feature, but rather in one of the few departments of innovation left to the Quilled game, that is, the storyline. Not only is the story good but it is told over a large 150 locations. The vocabulary listed on the cover is a good start for what turns out to be a rather enjoyable game.
You are sitting at home one day reading the newspaper when a headline catches your eye: ‘Great Find of Treasure at Sleepy Village’. Reading down the column you find several items of great value have been discovered at the village whose name is strangely unfamiliar. The next evening you drive there and stop outside the village hall. It is here you start your adventure with the torch from the car, and in good old adventuring tradition, it isn’t long before you have to switch on. After getting it on R for Redescribe replaces ‘Everything is dark’ with the location description for whichever position you have stumbled into. To complete the game you should collect 20 items of treasure and drop them into the boot of your car.
The most endearing features of this game are those subtle qualities of all well-designed adventures namely, interesting location descriptions set within a fascinating plot laid out upon a credible map. In this case the layout is exceptionally intelligent where you quickly find yourself engrossed in your surroundings because they are so believable, with no dire discrepancies to puncture the plot as in lesser games. Much as you might expect there is a stage and a small office within the village hall, a large farm on the eastern outskirts of the village complete with fields, barns, farmhouse and meadow, and to the north a dusty track leads to an old mine with a miner’s shack close by. Further into the adventure the premises of the Diehard Meat Packing Co. provide a lot of worthy puzzles, and not only is the layout credible with the smell of meat leading you into the freezing, processing and grading departments (and the smell of old books and leather to the company lawyer) but it is ever so easy to get around with the ingenious lift — CL calls the lift and the numbers 1 to 6 select a floor for further investigation. This is not the only novel feature as in a hollow you meet the sign ‘Danger UXB Follow the arrows 88687757578878’ which somehow leads you through without the report ‘You have been blown to bits by an unexploded bomb! Next time watch where you stick your big feet)!’
The distribution of items is also commendably sensible and atmosphere-creating with dynamite and a long fuse in the miner’s shack, a fur coat at the back of the hall, and a heated brazier in the night-watchman’s office (strangely enough, the watchman doesn’t catch you — unlike the thief in the cave system). In the north end of the village hall is a small office where you find a gas mask and a filing cabinet.
Here the program shows its friendliness by accepting the first four letters of either CABINET or FILING in the construction OPEN CABINET whereupon R for Redescribe reveals a paper lying in an open filing cabinet. GET PAPER followed by READ PAPER gives a cryptic message which makes little sense but apparently could be helpful later on. In these ways this game climbs above the poorer Quilled games where too often actions are not reflected in the descriptions. These seemingly small points are vital to adventures which purport to be alive and interactive as it is this vibrancy which separates a computer game from an inanimate novel.
The vocabulary is exceptionally friendly for a Quilled game and nothing endears me more to an adventure than a friendly vocabulary. Think of any common words at any juncture and you blink in disbelief as you zip along to the next location such is the conditioning for disappointment after playing so many unfriendly adventures. This game is determined to let you through to solve the puzzles and not to waste time matching words. Super. These points, together with that list of words on the cover, makes this game the tops for friendliness.
Although the game does not have long location descriptions (except the first) and its examine command can only be described as inoperative (since it always results in ‘Can you be more specific’) it seems surprisingly resilient to these drawbacks such is the undoubted strength of its good points. If you are having difficulty early on perhaps you’ve forgotten to wear some of the items you are carrying. I particularly like the differing, yet similarly cruel, deaths inflicted by the severe cold, and in one instance as in the Diehard Co. buildings. What you will find playing the game is, thankfully, that you are able to play through the branches in any order as much of the adventure is open to investigation right from the start. Clearly the adventure has been designed with an eye on just how players might go about tackling it.
COMMENTS
Difficulty: Relatively easy
Graphics: None
Presentation: Black on white with little use of colour. Rather poor.
Input Facility: Verb/Noun as all Quill games
General Rating: Worth exploring, especially for the novice adventurer.
| Atmosphere | 7/10 |
| Vocabulary | 8/10 |
| Logic | 8/10 |
| Debugging | 10/10 |
| Overall Value | 7/10 |
AAAARGH! Shows, Shows, Shows! I think I have gone off exhibitions. There’s probably a lot of stuff about the LET show elsewhere in this issue (too right — ED), but well, what would life be like without me throwing in my ha’porth?
The art of the exhibition is to stand around looking meaningful and authoritative (buyers for big shop chains tend to be far better at this than exhibitors, unfortunately) and thereby cadge as many drinks as possible off the assembled journalists, foreign buyers, advertising executives and sundry other lackies. Naturally, in the course of doing one’s business (ie selling the product) one has to buy quite a few drinks for the same lackies; in fact the really seasoned and professional exhibitors cut out all the extraneous hassle by keeping large quantities of booze on their stand at all times — I mean, walking to the bar can be such a draaag...
All in all, though, this show seemed remarkably flat, especially compared with the PCW show in the Autumn. Perhaps it’s just that you always get much more pizazz at a public show than at a trade one, but it did seem to me that there was precious little new stuff around at all, and what was there was hardly revolutionary. One or two notable exceptions were Ocean’s Gift from the Gods and Beyond’s Shadowfire, both of which were written by Denton Designs — now how come these people never produced anything classy while they were at Imagine?
Also getting its first public airing was Gyron from Firebird, which looked very impressive — well worth the CRASH Smash it received last month. There was not a lot of strategy games to look at though, and one story that emerged at the show was that of Lothlorien signing up to do a game or two for Quicksilva. I know I’ve not always been kind to Lothlorien, but at least they do try and create games that do more than just improve your wrist action. Perhaps with Quicksilva giving them a nudge in the commercial direction, they may start really showing us what they can do.
Realtime Software, who so far as I could make out are three beer-gutted, cider-swilling, bearded heavy metal lovers, spent a lot of time demonstrating their extremely tedious game 3D Starstrike which they have just converted for the cataleptic Enterprise computer. As I approached to ask them what they thought of ‘Star Fleet Battles’ I was hustled away by a bevy of Enterprise salesmen — wouldn’t have minded that they nailed my feet to the floor and forced me to watch their forthcoming TV commercial 84 times, but I’m still waiting for my official Enterprise track suit to pop through my mailbox. Any chance of it boys? Or will I have to compare your machine with the Spectrum first?
On limping downstairs I was very pleased to discover the Ludlow mafia handing out traditional Shropshire hospitality, ie gin, from the CRASH stand in the corner. The stand was (am I being biased here?) really the only decent thing on the ground floor.
A last thought on the LET show: the biggest computer game company in Britain (and probably the world) was not there. No, I’m not talking about the Inland revenue, I’m talking about Ultimate, who never sully their hands with these show things. Would they have gained any business by being there, and did they lose any because they weren’t? I doubt it. Once again, it looks as though Ultimate know something that the rest are only just finding out — that exhibitions are, for the most part, just an excuse for a binge, and that there are far more effective ways for companies to spend money on promotion. Think about that next time you buy a game — how much of your hard-earned cash is going towards some marketing executive’s exhibition blowout! Oh, and I almost forgot, many thanks to the wonderful Dutch people on the stand next to me, who kept me going with regular supply of Pils, a couple of barrels of which they had the foresight to bring with them.
Well that’s got all the exhibition stuff out of the way, unless you want to hear about this Sinclair QL Trade day (No, we don’t — ED) — I’m sure you don’t want to hear about it, actually, but I’ll tell you anyway. (Please, no...) It was full of some of the snottiest, most self-congratulating, jumped-up breadheads in the business, all discussing how this program was going to work out the movements of their shares, write the SUN leader column and assassinate Arthur Scargill before breakfast. One chap (who shall remain nameless because he works for a major software house) particularly got up my nose — he said, ‘How do you find developing software on the QL? Tricky? Ya, well we use a VAX for all our work you know.’ (A VAX being a £30,000 mainframe)
I pointed out to this revisionist jackal that most of the best games software was actually written on the machine which it was intended to run on, and that game software authors were used to working with the idiosyncrasies of various machines, and indeed managed often to exploit those idiosyncrasies. In fact, the only software house to go in for writing on bigger machines than the intended end-user was, you guessed it, Imagine!
Enough of all this; let’s move on to the really important stuff (at last — ED), like whether my loo has thawed out yet (AAAARGH! —) and my plan to build an ornamental shopping centre in my back yard out of broken bricks. Maybe I could sell part of the yard to Sainsburys! (Come back Robert Maxwell, all is forgiven!)
ALIEN Producer: Argus Press Software Memory required: 48K Retail Price: £8.99 Language: machine code Author: Paul Clancey | |
Alien is published under the ‘Mind Games’ heading, part of the Argus empire. For once, I can actually find it in me to say some nice things about one of their products. Alien is a very good game indeed, and a very faithful reproduction of the film to boot. It’s always been the case until now that games licensed from films or TV have been marriages more of convenience than made in heaven — games like The Fall Guy tend to concentrate on a miniscule part of their subject matter and make it the major (if not the only) feature of the game. Even Ghostbusters really only used two of the subject ideas from the film, and it’s been hailed as a masterpiece of thematic conversion. It makes me wonder really if software houses view name licences as anything except a licence to print loads of bread from the gullible viewing (and listening) public. I mean, what on earth are Ocean trying to do with Frankie Goes to Hollywood? I’d guess it will be a straight-forward platform game with a few naughty bits thrown in for the giggling rebels. But simply the fact that Ocean reckon they can sell a computer game with the name ‘Frankie’ on it, with no initial plot or game idea laid down at all, indicates the poor esteem in which most companies hold the material that they draw their licences from, and their total lack of regard for all the creative work that went into the piece in the first place.
Thankfully, this is not the case with Alien. Alien, the game, has been written by fans, and it shows. Anyone who has seen the film will know that the situation gets incredibly tense once the hunt for the Alien gets under way in the ship (if you haven’t seen the film, persuade someone with a video to get it out — it really is one of the best and most probable science-fiction films ever made; its director, Ridley Scott, has gone on to make ‘Blade Runner’, and is also very famous as a TV commercial director — recent pieces include the pre-Raphaelite Mazola commercial, and the Apple 1984 Mega-commercial shown during the Superbowl, which cost 2 million dollars for 2 minutes — but I digress).
There’s a quick summary of the film in the excellent booklet that comes with the game. Tension and suspense are very difficult properties to convey in any medium, let alone the computer game, which gives you a quaint little flickering blob when you wanted a chainsaw, and a squeaky little note when you wanted a massive pipe organ blast! All the same, more reason to congratulate the author on succeeding so admirably in creating a tense environment in the game.
The action starts when the first member of the crew has just had his internal organs re-arranged by the Alien bursting out of his chest. The hunt is on for the beastie with the remaining crew members, one of which is an android whose aim is to keep the Alien alive, just to complicate matters.
There are 35 different rooms on 3 decks to search; but the rooms are also connected by ducting which the Alien uses freely, but which most of the crew are loathe to enter. From what I can tell, there are basically two ways of destroying the Alien — it is possible to herd it into an airlock and then blast it out into space, or it is possible to leave the Alien on the ship, set the auto-destruct mechanism, and escape in the shuttle Narcissus, provided that you have Jones the cat, and no one is left alive on board the ship.
It soon became clear that my attempts to find the Alien were of secondary importance to my need to find the cat — and it was only after my third abortive encounter with the little scumbag that I sussed I had to have a cat box in order to catch him. By which time, of course, Ripley was the only person left on the ship and her morale was getting distinctly frayed... another feature of the game is the way that the responses to orders are affected by the personality of the crew member, and how much they have had to suffer. I found that Parker the engineer remained confident and responsive right up until the Alien sneaked up behind him and bit his jugular out. Ripley, on the other hand, freaked out so much at the sight of a dead body that I had to take her halfway round the ship to avoid coming across any more. Not surprisingly, perhaps, my involvement with the characters in the game grew as the number of the crew dwindled (ie got chomped by the big A), and the game became more of a role-playing game than strategy / command game; until (because I’m not very good at it) there was only one character left, and I started identifying completely with that character; becoming first jumpy and then downright scared as I went into yet another no-exit storeroom hunt for Jones the cat.
The middle deck plan from Argus Press Software’s sci-fi horror game ALIEN. Somewhere in there the Big A is about to chomp an unlucky crew member
When you’re playing with the entire crew at your disposal, though, you do get quite the feel of being in overall command. I even felt at times as though I was on the ship, as the unseen commander. The screen shows you a plan of the deck you are on, or the ducting in the immediate vicinity of anyone who is unlucky enough to be down there. You are given the menu of options to choose from — the main menu has the crew, to order individually, and the three deck plans. If you choose a crew member, your menu then changes, giving possible movements for that member, and other possibilities such as picking up weapons, entering the ducting and catching the cat (!) In particular situations, special options will appear — for example, starting the self-destruct system when in the command centre. The screen also displays reports on the condition of the crew member you’ve selected, whether there is any damage to the room you’re in and whether the Grille is open (important because it shows if the Alien has been there or not). You also get the occasional message from ‘Mother’, the ship’s computer, telling you useful stuff, like the fact that while you have just been picking up the cat box one of your crew members has taken compulsory redundancy from the monster.
There are a lot of aspects to the game which I have not entirely come to grips with yet; like, for example, exactly how to work the ‘trackers’ and how many sensors ‘Mother’ has. I did, however, find it very useful to make a map of the ship; it’s not really necessary because the ship is shown on the screen, but it does help a great deal in familiarising yourself with the layout of the ship, the names of the rooms etc. I found when I was playing that I rarely needed to check the location of rooms from the menu on-screen, which I think saved a lot of time — and speed is very important in a real-time game of this sort.
The sound effects helped to create suspense; the fact that you cannot see where the Alien is, but keep coming across evidence of its recent passage, and hearing it move around, adds to the atmosphere of groping around in the dark — again, a very faithful recreation of the film’s feel. Because you know it’s a real-time game, the little scrapes you hear (of doors and, grilles being opened) and the blip from the tracker become vital aids to your strategic planning — which is a whole new area for sound effects. Of course, as with any computer game, there are bound to be irritating oversights in the program. I would personally have much preferred to have been able to see all the crew’s positions at once (at least those on a particular deck), and I found the menu selector system a little cumbersome to use — for example, I always seemed to select the wrong option and go back to the main menu just when I needed to do something really vital, like catching the cat. Surprisingly, though, the menus themselves are very well thought out, and I rarely found myself wishing I had more options available than were listed — with the exception that it would be useful to have been able to communicate directly between crew members. The ‘special’ option always seemed to cater for particular situations — a definite improvement on other fixed-input games such as Lords of Midnight.
Finally, Alien is a hard game to win at, I thought I’d done really well after a single two-hour game, to get one member of the crew off in the escape shuttle with the cat — but I scored 0%!
Overall verdict: an excellent game — should keep you going for weeks. Hitchcock would have loved it.
THE TRIPODS
Producer: Red Shift Ltd
Author: Watermill Productions Ltd
Price: £12.95
Interesting enough, this month I had to set things up to review just two ‘heavyweight’ games, both of which are menu driven.
However, while Alien definitely lives up to, and even exceeds expectations, The Tripods does not. The packaging is nice (as indeed is Alien’s) and include a large full-colour map of France, showing the various rivers and the White Mountains, your destination. But I began to have doubts about the game when I started reading the instruction booklet. It promised lots of interaction with NPCs (non-player characters) but said nothing about how this was going to take place. Not to worry, I though, all will probably be revealed in the game itself. This did not transpire.
There is a basic menu, consisting of looking left or right, moving, eating and getting status reports on health and possessions. There are also options to pick up or not to pick up objects — you cannot drop objects. A special menu comes up when there are Tripods around — you can look left or right, move, or try to dazzle it, try to disorientate it, or examine your pack. Great, I thought, I just happened to have found a grenade lying around earlier, let’s try and blow one of its legs off. But I was not able to get the pineapple out of my pack, let alone fragmentise the machine with it. This same problem seemed to apply to all sorts of other things as well — for example, there are shops dotted all over the place, and you carry money with you.
Foolishly, I jumped to the conclusions that you would be able to into these shops and buy things. Well, apparently you can’t; perhaps you have to find a translator (a babel fish perhaps?) first, but there is nothing to give you a clue. While this is quite acceptable, indeed half the fun, in a text-interpretive adventure, in a ten input menu driven game, it seems obfuscatory to say the least.
That you can’t apparently do very much in the game is not its only shortcoming. The graphics also leave a lot to be desired. Red Shift have gone for their own ‘landscaping’ system, giving them (I would guess) several thousand views in the game. Each part of the picture is well drawn — there are four or five different kinds of trees, loads of different buildings, bridges, marshes and so on — but they are assembled to form pictures that throw perspective out of the window. There are also a series of graded lines drawn across the top of each picture, which I presume are intended to enhance the overall three-dimensional feel of the picture — I found them messy and irritating to look at; the drawing time of the pictures is not fast; and this is a complaint which applies to the whole game — response time is far too slow. Most of the game is written in BASIC, which means you get these tedious pauses between pressing a key and being able to do something else. And occasionally, for example when you come across a Tripod and need to move fast, these delays make effective gameplay impossible. I gather that The Tripods was going to be the game that would revive a rather ailing Red Shift but I have the feeling that it may be their death warrant instead.
Overall Verdict: However much you liked the TV series, don’t buy this game. You’d be better off waiting for Ocean’s Frankie.

A college in Aberdeen recently advertised an evening class for people wanting to know more about microcomputers. There were twelve places available on the course, but over two hundred applications came in — mainly from parents wanting to keep up with their children!
Children are much more receptive to using computers than adults are. An adult, faced with a micro for the first time, tends to be rather nervous about touching the keys in case the machine is harmed; children, however, have few such fears. The easiest way for someone — child or adult — to become familiar with a microcomputer is simply to load a game and play it for a while. Then, the move towards learning basic programming skills can be made more confidently.
I have reviewed three educational programs this month, and they are all games which parents could profitably help their children play at home. A child or teenager working on an educational game alone needs a fair degree of motivation, and must apply a lot of concentration to succeed. The fifteen year olds who tested these games for me were initially quite happy to work by themselves without assistance, but after a short while I found some intervention was needed. We talked about the games, discussing the quality of the booklets, the graphics and so on, and then I was able to draw their attention to the particular educational features of the programs which I considered important. I would hope, therefore, that parents and teachers would be encouraged to get involved in the same way, helping the young person use these games to their best advantage.
Many adults today lament the advent of, first, the television, then the microcomputer, claiming that these inventions have killed the art of conversation. Now they have the chance to rectify matters by joining their children at the computer keyboard!
DISEASE DODGERS
Producer: Macmillan Software Ltd/Sinclair Research Ltd
Author: Five Ways Software Ltd
Price: £7.95
The educational aim behind this tutorial-type game is to show that health, diet and exercise are interrelated. The arcade format has the player trying to help the Dodger family to build up immunity to avoid the onslaught of attacking germs, by eating wisely and by taking the correct amount of exercise. The program attempts to show that different countries of the world have to cope with different problems of health and diet, and tries to show that staying alive in the Third World presents greater problems in avoiding the dangers of life than we face in Europe.
The game begins with the Dodger father — who is the easiest to keep alive — and then becomes progressively more difficult with the other members of the family — Mum, Granny, teenager and toddler, each of whom has different dietary requirements.
The final target is to keep all of the Dodgers alive in all of the countries. The game cashes in on children’s attraction to the arcade format, attempting to use it as a vehicle for sound educational aims. Unfortunately, however, the arcade element is so successful that much of the message is lost: for example the germs attacking the Dodgers are not seen by the pupils who played the game with me as representing ‘broad categories of illness... ranging from the common cold, flu, cough, sickness, to more serious ones such as malaria’ as is the intention, but simply as enemies which ‘zap’ the Dodgers. Some of the foods are very difficult to identify from the graphics, and it becomes increasingly unlikely that the player will ‘see how a balanced diet (including a range of vitamins, protein, carbohydrates, fat, mineral salts) influences health’.
The copy we tested seemed to be faulty. No matter how we tried we couldn’t make the exercise option work.
Disease Dodgers is the sort of educational game which, in spite of having a laudable aim, does not wholly succeed. The packaging is probably not attractive enough for the game to be bought by teenagers; and it seems that the game would be of limited use in the classroom because of difficulties encountered in identifying the food, and the fact that the diseases are not specified. The pupils who tested this program for me quite enjoyed the arcade format, but at the end of it all, they had learned very little. The only way this game might be of value would be with a fair amount of adult intervention, so that the player would be encouraged to talk about the relationship between weight and health, and then perhaps research the diseases prevalent in the countries mentioned.
COMMENTS
Control keys: much easier to play with a joystick
Keyboard play: good
Use of colour: reasonable
Graphics: the types of food are not easily identifiable
General Rating: Fair.
INTERMEDIATE LEVEL MATHS
Producer: Scisoft
In spite of the dull title and packaging, this Maths tutorial package is very well thought-out and competently produced. It contains five programs: Tessellations; Number Machine; Graph; Number Line and Factory. For the uninitiated (including myself before I used this game!) a tessellation is a mosaic pattern in which all the pieces fit together to cover a space completely. The first program allows you to design and colour a variety of patterns using the arrow keys to move the shapes and ‘P’ to paint them in.
The second program draws a number machine and requires the player to find the rule it works by. Beginning from the very basic ‘Put in 4, out come 8’, the computer continues to simple algebraic equations such as ‘y=2x’. This certainly is a program which encourages the player to think, and is an excellent way of explaining an algebraic concept.
Graph builds on what has been learnt in Number Machine — the computer draws a graph of an equation and a choice needs to be made as to which of three given equations produces that graph. The booklet gives a very clear explanation of how to work out the correct answer.
The final two programs — Number Line and Factory — are based on games formats, the former beginning with sums using positive and negative numbers, then progressing to a game on the numberline. My fifteen year old testers loved this game, and it certainly gave them excellent practice in mental arithmetic. Factory though, is the most enjoyable of all the games in the package. In this program, the player is in charge of a small factory making cases of Fizzbees (whatever they are!) and must decide how many cases to manufacture each week, what the selling price will be and whether or not money should be spent on advertising. The computer works out the sales figures and says if you have made a profit or loss. This game is a very clever way of encouraging children to apply their mathematical knowledge in a practical situation. The pupils who tested the game were quickly engrossed and a great deal of lively discussion was generated as they debated the quantities to be manufactured, the selling prices and so on.
This package, which has been approved by teachers, is really very good value, and would be useful for home as well as school use. As one of the testers said, ‘I don’t like maths and I wouldn’t have bought this game for myself, but the program makes everything seem quite interesting and I really enjoyed the Factory game.’
COMMENTS
Control keys: as few keys as possible are used for simplicity
Keyboard play: very fast and responsive
Use of colour: sensibly limited for the sake of clarity in some games
Graphics: very clear
General Rating: Highly recommended.
YACHT RACE
Producer: Hill MacGibbon
Author: Five Ways Software Ltd
Price: £9.95
Yacht Race is one of the Hill MacGibbon ‘Games to stretch the mind’ series, and is perhaps best described as a computer version of the Teach Yourself book. The Learning to Sail section of the program is aimed at the complete novice and covers techniques for steering a dinghy, trimming the sail and setting the balance. The top half of the screen shows the view you can see over the bows of the dinghy, while the lower part shows wind direction, the direction in which you are sailing, and features indicators for balance, sail-trim and speed.
By pressing C and V the player can look towards port and starboard respectively, and can also check the position of the dinghy on the course by pressing E to see the computerised chart. A printed chart is also supplied with the game, and this gives the position of the obstacles such as sandbanks, rocks and sunken wrecks. After the basic sailing techniques have been mastered, the player can progress to various races against the computer boat.
The accompanying booklet is very comprehensive and clearly explains the skills to be learned. There is even a glossary of sailing terms such as ‘tacking’ and ‘gybing’, together with a few Yacht Race rules, eg. a windward boat keeps clear of a leeward boat.
There are, however, a few problems with the graphics in the game. First of all, the water is the same colour as the land, which takes a lot of getting used to; secondly the perspective fails to change according to the distance the dinghy is from the shore, so that constant reference to the computerised chart is essential.
All in all though, the program is very good value and as my testers agreed, would be enjoyed by seasoned sailors as well as by complete beginners.
COMMENTS
Control keys: it is difficult to remember all the keys which are to be used, though the booklet does print a summary. Two keys each are required to operate the rudder, sails and balance, then C to look to port, V to look to starboard, and E to display the chart.
Keyboard play: rather slow, but this reflects the slowness of a dinghy to respond
Use of colour: reasonable, though water and land are the same colour
Graphics: fairly good
General Rating: At £9.95, Yacht Race represents good value for money, and is a good introduction to sailing for the novice, as well as providing interest for experienced sailors.
THE SOLAR SYSTEM
Producer: Eaglesoft
Author: D. Mainprize
Price: £3.50
As the title suggests this program deals only with our own Solar System, which it defines on the first page to ‘include all objects captured by the gravity of our Sun.’ The first page of the program presents a menu listing the first eleven options which are allocated to the Sun and the planets.
Select any of those options and you will be given one or two pages on that topic. The information is very compressed and it is best described as a beginners’ basic guide, at which level the information is interesting. The text is combined with diagrams that, in the case of the Sun show its structure, or for the planets their position and size in relation to the earth.
The information given with the planet text includes the diameter, orbit and rotation periods, moons and distance from the Sun. The other information that can be called up includes a diagram showing all of the planets in their relative positions, and basic information on asteroids and comets. This package does deal with the constellations, but only with ten of them and all it really does is to map them out in isolation to show the prime star in each case.
One final option is the seemingly obligatory quiz but really I feel that this program is nearer a pure educational package, so the quiz is essential.
The layout of the program is neat though unspectacular. The menu system was crude as the user has to enter a number and then press ENTER, a system that is at variance with that used by the other packages and is prone to errors, small point, perhaps, but in an educational environment these packages have to be idiot resistant.
SPACE SCAN
Producer: Macmillan Software Ltd
Author: Blackboard Software (Eve Gorton, Paul Gorton), Michael A. Hargreaves
Price: £5.95
This is another pure educational program. It will not produce star maps as such but instead produces rather simple maps to demonstrate the shape and position of any one of 15 constellations which can be viewed under option One, which produces a slide show effect. The maps are annotated to name the important stars and to demonstrate how they form patterns. After the constellation has been plotted you are asked if you require any further information; answer Y and the lines of text appear at the bottom of the screen.
Should the text refer to particular stars, then they will flash to make their position known, followed by an interesting fact or two, eg ‘if Betelgeuse occupies the position of our sun, then it would reach beyond the orbit of earth and Mars’.
Option three gives access to a menu of 75 stars. Each one has a page showing which constellation it is in, the type of star it is and its distance in light years from the Sun. If any technical terms are used in the description you will find a cross reference to the glossary section accessed by Option Five. This option only holds explanations for ten technical names, but the explanations are useful.
Option Four accesses a quiz to test your knowledge on constellations and stars. The questions are not as searching as those in Stargazer.
The graphics and writing have been designed to aid viewing, the colours chosen greatly enhance the clarity. The method of menu selection can be a little clumsy, again the programmers have not used the one touch system throughout and performing the same function on different pages, such as returning to the menu, will require different key presses depending on the mode you are in, this can make the package slightly more confusing to use. On the whole a useful package for getting the basics across to an audience.
STARSPHERE
Producer: Eclipse Software
Author: J.M. Weightman
Price: £6.95
Like Astronomer, Starsphere is able to plot and draw a map as seen from one of the 60 pre-selected city locations or from a chosen position at any latitude and longitude, viewed at any time. While these maps are plotted much more quickly than those in Astronomer, they are not very detailed, but this may not be important if you simply want to observe the position of the main constellations and the patterns that they form. Starsphere gives a map of the entire night sky rather than through a window and this view can be rotated through 18 increments to show how the patterns change with the passage of time. The decision is clear; is the loss of detail compensated for by this effective rotating planetarium effect?
Starsphere can plot 355 stars in 45 constellations as opposed to Astronomer’s 1090 stars in 79 constellations. The program is very simple to use as all the options are menu-driven and the one touch system makes the selection of options pleasant and quick.
ALIEN 8 Producer: Ultimate Memory required: 48K Retail Price: £9.95 Language: machine code | |
Alien 8 was perhaps the most long-awaited game from Ultimate from the time of its first appearance as an advert. Due to the time scale it just missed review in last month’s issue, so by now probably most fans will know all about the game and this review will be redundant. But perhaps not. Has Alien 8 caused another controversy? It looks just like Knight Lore a lot of people exclaimed, feeling obscurely ripped off. Now read, after the event (!), what the CRASH team thought about Alien 8.
But first, a brief word about the game. Indubitably, the graphics style is identical to that developed for Knight Lore, with the solid looking 3D graphics. Again, objects can be manipulated in a variety of ways to make life easier for Alien 8, a cute little robot who thinks in 8 directions but moves in four. As Alien 8 (making his first appearance in this month’s Adventures of Jetman), you are aboard a starship which is slowing for its long-waited rendez-vous. The ship is full of rooms some containing cryogenically frozen beings. The object is to restore life to this chilly people before the time limit for arrival runs out. Life of course would be mechanically simple, were it not for the varied aliens penetrating the ship’s defences. On top of that you must locate replacement packs for the robot, and work out what helps you to do what and when.
The rooms are necessarily more space ship-like than those in the dungeons of Knight Lore, but again blocks and pedestals are piled up in puzzling configurations, often hiding unpleasant spikes and pyramids. Some blocks move under their own power, others may be moved, and many dissolve on their being touched. As the light years tick away to zero, the pace becomes hectic...
Alien 8 encounters a ‘Moulek’ or ‘Douse’ or something
Alien 8 gets the treatment ready for another game
CRITICISM
‘It’s here and they’ve done it again. Alien 8 is, in its basic design, rather similar to Knight Lore. On more observation I felt it would be Knight Lore in space, but after playing for a bit this was proved very wrong. It was much more than this. In fact A8 is A1. The game is really challenging and has plenty of features and tests. Lateral thinking as well as arcade reflexes are required. The hero, Alien 8 the robot, has a personality due to his style of movement and actions. This space craft seems to be mouse ridden; perhaps Sabre Wulf could have some casual employment here; it contains clockwork mice and things I’ve christened ‘mouleks’ — half mouse, half Dalek. A useful piece of equipment to find is a compass stand which, when stood upon, controls the multi-directional robots — great for mine clearing. The support valves come in useful as a jumping platform now and again (it didn’t seem to impair their ability to function when inserted in the socket). Overall Alien 8 is excellent and a worthy smash. I’m pleased to see the greater combination of thought and reflexes that this adds to the computer game. Congratulations Ultimate, again. For those who may moan that this is too similar to Knight Lore, well let them moan as they probably couldn’t do better. There will many more who do appreciate it. I do for one!’
‘Alien 8 looks like and plays like Knight Lore but the game is a bit of an advancement over the former game. The graphics are excellent and the sound is good too. Despite the similarity of idea, I think of the two I prefer Alien 8 as it seems a bit more playable. The game features quite a few nice touches such as the robot thing you can control when your character is standing on the cursor pods. An excellent game.’
‘Many people will regard this game as having only a slight difference to Knight Lore. I cannot agree. For a start the graphics are more imaginative and pleasing. There seems to be more structure to the game, it is not so easy to just wander about, and you actually have to do things, collecting objects in order to gain access to other parts of the space ship as well as avoiding meanies and traps that are placed around the ship. The graphics are well up to Ultimate’s usual standard, if not better; they are clear and well designed with continuous variation throughout. I am pleased to see that Ultimate have included a time feature urging you on to race through the game. Alien 8 is compelling and and exciting to play but does pose many strategic and thinking problems as well as arcade action. No doubt this will be another winner for Ultimate. I wonder what their next game will be...?’
It may look like Knight Lore but it plays differently
COMMENTS
Control keys: alternate bottom row keys left/right, A,S,D,F to move forward, Q, W,E,R to jump, top row to pick up/drop
Joystick: Kempston, Sinclair 2, Cursor type
Keyboard play: the various key options are easy to use and response is very finely tuned
Use of colour: the single colour per room allows for good line graphics
Graphics: excellent, varied, characterful and very smooth
Sound: good
Skill levels: 1
Lives: 5
Screens: 129
General rating: agreement that this is a slightly better game in most respects than Knight Lore, and therefore generally excellent.
| Use of computer | 93% |
| Graphics | 98% |
| Playability | 96% |
| Getting started | 91% |
| Addictive qualities | 97% |
| Value for money | 93% |
| Overall | 95% |
ANIMATED STRIP POKER
Producer: Knightsoft
Author: Storm and Tempest
Price: £6.95
Card games on computers have always been popular with software houses, but this version of Poker has the added dimension of the seductive Mindy to play against for clothes!
The actual Poker game is a quite traditional version of five card draw. The computer (Ossie) deals you and Mindy five cards each. You then bet against each other on the drawn hand until the bets are equalised, follow this by rejecting the cards in the hand you do not want in an attempt to better your hand. Then there is a final round of betting until they are equal again, at which time the hands are ‘laid down’ with the best hand winning. At any stage you may either STAND (do nothing with the cards), BET or FOLD (concede the hand). Recognised Poker hands are used; in descending chronological order these are Straight Flush, Four of a Kind, Full House, Flush, Straight Run, Three, Two Pairs, Pairs and Highest card.
After loading the screen presents you with a dancing card with legs, hands and head. This is Ossie, who spends a lot of time like some fairground shouter, tempting you to play with Mindy (cards that is). Pressing a key results in Ossie saying, Okay, let’s play. Mindy says you’ll play for her dress and she’ll play for your shirt. On the left your five cards are drawn and displayed and the betting starts.
To get Mindy beginning to undress is quite hard work, since both of you start with £150 and only when that has gone will she start shedding at the rate of £50 per article. The programmer has ensured that she is reasonably well dressed, so there’s quite a way to go!
CRITICISM
‘If they are well done, card games on a computer can be fun, especially as they offer the opportunity to a solo player to enjoy two-handed games. This one has the added spice of being strip poker, although cheating is possible as the computer obviously can not monitor your state of dress! The screen layout is clean and simple with Ossie using speech balloons to prompt the game at its various stages. Occasionally Mindy will interrupt to use the balloon with comments like ‘You’ve just lost your shirt’, or expletives of a mild manner if she loses a large pot of money. Some of her phraseology leads me to suspect that though she may be someone’s wife, Mindy is clearly no lady. The input routine for betting and changing cards is simple, but I did feel the response speed could have been improved quite a bit. Obviously the striptease element of this game resides on how well the graphics of Mindy herself are drawn. Colour is only used on the left of the screen for the playing cards and these are perfectly adequate in detail and size. For the rest, all is black and white. The line drawing of Mindy is about as good for its size as you could probably get on a Spectrum, and manages to make her look reasonably attractive, if a bit solid of face. More animation would have helped and should be possible, but perhaps the producers felt that this would make the program too expensive for the likely number of sales it will achieve. There is a limited market for card games on computers — this one is a good Poker implementation — it’s largely a question of whether Mindy will help extra special sales. Clearly it should not be sold to juveniles over the age of eighteen, nor to minors.’
COMMENTS
Control keys: 6/7 raise/lower bets, numeric keys 1-5 for card changes
Use of colour: very simple, mostly black and white
Graphics: cards well drawn, some amusing simple animation on Mindy and Ossie, nothing stunning though
Sound: card shuffles and useful beeps
Lives: as many clothes as you can wear
General Rating: A reasonable implementation of Poker, but even with the novelty value of a stripping graphic, perhaps not that compulsive after a few plays.
| Use of Computer | 68% |
| Graphics | 67% |
| Playability | 74% |
| Getting Started | 72% |
| Addictive Qualities | 54% |
| Value for Money | 59% |
| Overall | 66% |
CASINO ROYAL
Producer: Oxford Computer Publishing
Author: James Hutchby, Andrew J. Parish
Price: £5.95
Casino Royal provides two separate games, Pontoon and Roulette. The games are well presented and come with full and clear instructions. The first part of the evening will be spent at the Roulette table. The opening menu asks for the names of the players and up to six can be input so that should give you room for the dog as well. Should the dog want to leave he can do so just before the next round of betting begins, if the cat wants a go then this is the time to join the game.
Each player starts the game with a stake of £500 and each player is asked in turn what bets he or she (or it) would like to place. Betting in Roulette is not simple, the different combinations are mind blowing but all of the combinations are listed in the instructions which also gives the odds for a win on any of the combinations.
When placing your bets each player is allowed to use a different method of input, apart from simple keyboard entry. Replying to the questions asked by the computer, a player can use a joystick to position a flashing cursor over the bet and confirm by pressing fire. All players face a choice between making number bets (betting on a block of up to six numbers) or defined bets where the player bets on a block of more than six numbers, perhaps all black or all even.
Clearly the larger the area covered by a defined bet the higher the chances of winning but the odds will be smaller as will be the reward. The maximum stake is £1000 but of course this will depend on the amount of Oak’n’ash held by the player.
The wheel spins for twenty seconds, when it has come to rest the winning combination is given eg. ’20, black, evens 18 and above’. The next screen shows how each player fared listing the wins and the amount of money each has remaining. The program does offer a short tutorial on betting to guide the players, this combined with the instructions should provide all of the information required so when you lose all of your money at least you will know why.
The second game on the tape is pontoon, the load time is very short but then it’s not a very complex version of the game since it only allows one player against the bank. To play the dame is simplicity itself. First the bank will shuffle the cards and deal one face for the player and one, face down for himself. The player will be asked for a bet which can be for any amount up to his capital — initially £100. After the first bet the player is dealt his second card and the bank deals himself another card this time face up. The player is then given the choice of standing, twisting or buying a card. The player must decide how likely it will be that his hand will be better than the bank’s, should he decide that his chances are not terrific then he will ask for another card.
The game of Pontoon must be as well known as Snap but there are many variations in which the rules are slightly different. This version pays the pot to the highest hand less than twenty one. Should the bank draw 21 then it will cost the player double stake. A burn or change of cards is provided for if a player is dealt two cards with a value of thirteen or fourteen, should this happen then the deal will begin again. If the bank draws a Royal pontoon then it will be declared immediately. As with Roulette a player’s capital is displayed together with his current bet. The game will terminate when a player loses all of his money, there isn’t an option to leave the game before that happens — there must be moral there somewhere.
The joystick option is only required for the Roulette game but both games make effective use of the Currah Microspeech unit. Full instructions are provided should you want to make a micro drive copy.
CRITICISM
‘This classic games package consists of two well known games, Pontoon and Roulette. Both games closely follow the real thing, with suitable graphics to show the cards, wheel and board etc. For non-Roulette players such as myself there are instructions provided. Although the games are not in the Smash league they’re quite good and will obviously appeal to those who enjoy such games, but who don’t actually want to lose any money.’
‘A very pleasing implementation of a well trodden theme. The main advantage that the OCP package offers has to be the Currah Microspeech option which really helps to create an atmosphere as well as making the games far more real to play. After a while I did get rather tired of being told, ‘you lose your stake.’ The graphics are very pleasing, they are helped by a subtle use of colour. The prompt and input system has been well thought out and is very simple to use. Whenever I play this type of game I can never convince myself that the machine is not cheating, what sort of person, I ask myself, could draw 4 cards with a value of 17 and then go on to draw another and get a five card trick. Answer, the sort of person who knows that my hand was 19.’
COMMENTS
Control keys: respond to prompts
Joystick: Cursor type, Sinclair 2, Kempston
Keyboard play: input system allows easy use of the keyboard
Use of colour: very appropriate, not garish
Graphics: provide a pleasant and intelligible display
Sound: makes excellent use of the Currah unit
Skill levels: only one required
General Rating: A very pleasing version, if you enjoy this type of game this version is well worth considering.
| Use of Computer | 69% |
| Graphics | 75% |
| Playability | 68% |
| Getting Started | 83% |
| Addictive Qualities | 57% |
| Overall | 62% |
CHILLER
Producer: Mastertronic Ltd
Author: Richard Wright, Ray Owen
Price: £1.99
The plot behind Chiller is very similar to the Michael Jackson video Thriller, at least the scenes are the same they’re just presented in a slightly different sequence.
The action starts in the forest, rather than in the cinema, and then moves to the cinema, the ghetto, the graveyard and the shack (well actually it’s a mansion now). That’s about as far as the similarity goes, well it would be very hard to design a game in which the player had to run about singing, dancing and generally pulling funny faces at the local population. Chiller still has a touch of the old Hollywood horror film, boy meets girl, boy loses girl to the gremlins, boy (this is your bit now) sets off to rescue his girl before it’s too late.
Essentially Chiller is a platform game played over five screens. You start off in the forest and your task is to collect all of the crosses that are scattered around while avoiding contact with any of the ghouls, and that includes just about anything that moves. Should you collide then your energy, shown on a bar line, will decrease. You only have one life so it’s important to keep your energy levels high and this is done by eating mushrooms (be careful not to eat the purple ones — not only do they look rather unpleasant but they actually make you ill).
After you have collected the crosses you can move to the next screen but on every screen the task is the same, collect the crosses, eat the mushrooms and avoid the ghouls. If you escape from the forest you must work your way through the next four screens before you have any chance of rescuing your girl. She has rather stupidly taken up a position on the roof of the Mansion. After you have collected the objects and climbed up to meet her you could be forgiven for expecting a break, sorry, no Hollywood happy endings here. You must escape and go through it all again if you want to get home safely.
Points are allocated according to the number of crosses you collect. This is rather curious since there is also a scoreboard which shows how many crosses you have collected. Of course the one glaring omission is the Thriller music, but that’s all history now since the row about its use on the CBM64 version.
CRITICISM
‘Chiller is a pretty good CBM64 to Spectrum conversion but seeing as the game’s pretty boring anyway, it wasn’t really worth it. The graphics are small but okay for what they have to do, on the other hand they aren’t really acceptable when you see the standard of some of the graphics produced today. There is a sound on/off button but virtually no sound to turn off. Chiller is quite playable for a while but soon becomes totally and utterly boring and I wanted to switch it off five minutes after loading it. I’d rather pay more for a good game than £1.99 for this rubbish.’
‘Chiller has some oddsized graphics; some are very large and some are tiny and not of relative size to each other. Nevertheless, most of them are drawn quite nicely and it looks colourful. The game has a very strange character — ‘you’ are meant to rescue your beloved but oddly enough, when you arrive she has also been possessed by evil spirits, so you have to run all the way back through the scenes again. When you analyse this, there doesn’t seem much point to the game, to try and rescue someone you already know is possessed by evil spirits. But then again, I suppose you get what you pay for — a poor plot. I found moving about the screens quite difficult, the control keys were also possessed by evil spirits and didn’t respond too well. The only reason why I could recommend this game is for its price — it has no real other qualities.’
‘Chiller actually looks rather good at first glance, with jolly graphics. But this impression only survives a few moments once you actually start playing. The game content is poor, the controls are sticky and the overall objective is not sufficiently exciting enough to hold the attention for more than a few minutes.’
COMMENTS
Control keys: Q,W,E,R,T/Y,U,I,O,P left/right, H to ENTER to jump
Joystick: Kempston, Fuller, Cursor type, Sinclair 2
Keyboard play: responsive
Use of colour: very good
Graphics: above average
Sound: can be toggled on/off but poor
Skill levels: 1
Lives: Only one life available but energy extendable throughout game
Screens: 5
General Rating: Looks like there’s a lot going on, but in the end lacking lasting appeal.
| Use of Computer | 61% |
| Graphics | 50% |
| Playability | 31% |
| Getting Started | 67% |
| Addictive Qualities | 15% |
| Value for Money | 65% |
| Overall | 42% |
CONNECT 4
Producer: Atlantis Software Ltd
Price: £1.99
Connect 4 is simply a computer version of the well known plastic wall divider with holes around which the family crowd all screaming in unison as one player’s counters complete a line of four. The package states that ‘Connect 4 is a board game for 2 players or for one player against the computer. When playing against the computer there are four levels of difficulty....’ When you load the program the opening screen tells a different story in so much as the only option is to play the computer, which is not really an option at all. After you have digested the 8 lines of instructions you are invited to press any key whereupon the display shows a blue board with black holes, numbered one to seven along the bottom. The prompts appear under the board in a yellow border, the first one asks for a difficulty level, again this is at variance with the cassette case as you are only offered a choice of 1 to 3. The next choice is whether you would like to play first or second, having made that decision you can begin to play the game. If you select the computer to play first you will see a green counter drop past all of the other holes accompanied by some rather elaborate noises. Your turn: answer the prompt with a number that corresponds to the column of your choice and a white counter will fall into place. The computer responds with the witty message ‘I’m thinking...’ the length of time the message remains will depend on the level of play you have chosen but that can be as long as ten seconds.
The object of the game is to be first in getting a straight line of four counters vertically, horizontally or diagonally, and of course trying to prevent the computer from doing do. If the computer wins it simply says so and plays a little jingle offering you a choice of another game. The routine is exactly the same if the player wins, only the message is different.
CRITICISM
‘It’s nice to see a game that is quite popular being translated onto the computer. The drawback to the conventional game is that you need two people to play it, and how often do you find a partner when you want one? Well this game solves that problem as you play the computer, which is good at winning on the higher levels, but gives you a good chance on the lower levels. Graphically it could not be better, well after all, it is only coloured counters! There are no difficult inputs, just one key press for each go, this enables younger children to play the game without any hardship whatsoever. I must say that I enjoyed this game and at £1.99 it’s cheap enough to put away and collect dust between plays like the original, but it’s much more compact in the cupboard!’
‘The package asks, ‘Will you be the first to CONNECT 4?’ Yes I was every time. I discovered the best way to play this rather banal game was to adopt the USAF tactics used during the Vietnam War, drop as many bombs over as wide an area as you can and sooner or later you are bound to score.’
‘It’s a pity you can only play against the computer only because the inlay suggests two players may fight it out with each other, but on the other hand the advantage of the computer is that you can play on your own if you wish. I can’t see Connect 4 being big among the traditional computer games player, but for families with younger children it is ideal, simply and well implemented, graphically unexciting but adequate — a straightforward game at a sensible price.’
COMMENTS
Control keys: numeric input 1-7
Joystick: not necessary
Keyboard play: simple, although thinking time can be slow
Use of colour: yellow, white and green
Graphics: hardly applicable
Sound: just a few beeps
Skill levels: 3
General Rating: At the price a worthy, simple family game.
| Use of Computer | N/A |
| Graphics | N/A |
| Playability | 74% |
| Getting Started | 48% |
| Addictive Qualities | 75% |
| Value for Money | 80% |
| Overall | 72% |
A DAY IN THE LIFE
Producer: Micromega
Author: Stephen J. Redman
Price: £6.95
We have had to wait quite a while now for a Micromega release, and A Day in the Life represents something of a departure for the company.
There must be a finite limit to the developments a software house can make in games technology, given a particular machine, and Micromega have certainly gone a long way. Now with this new game there seems to be a sense of looking back, for A Day in the Life is not a super 3D advance, but actually a mixed collect-and-run game.
You play a very familiar character, no less than Clive Sinclair — definitely plain Clive, because the object of the game is to keep him alive long enough to get to the palace to be knighted by the Queen. The action takes place over 13 screens of varied action. As it is a day in the life, the game starts out with Clive getting out of bed.
Throughout the game you have to collect one object to make a second appear, and when that has been collected you can exit the screen. On the first it is a coat, then the door key. The screens are laid out in such a way that a circuitous route is forced upon you, while objects or people get in your way or kill you off.
After a screen or two you may notice that in some respects this game does have a development in it — it is a story told in pictures. Once out of the house Clive has to visit a couple of shops before going to the station to visit the Autobank, go back to collect his forgotten umbrella, then dash onto the already leaving train. The train takes him to another station which is dangerously crowded to visit another shop to buy a copy of the Financial Times and back to the train before it leaves the station. Each screen has its own time limit, in the case of the last two it is the slowly departing train — will you make it in time? The train disembarks at a London station, not far from the Underground, but first there is the busy bar to visit, the bank and fast food joint before dashing for the Tube to the Palace.
The moving objects on each screen are so arranged to move in patterns, bouncing off each other in unpredictable ways to make life harder. Quite often it takes a few moments to suss out actually how to move about the screen. Should you survive to the Palace you will be rewarded with a lowering of the royal sword and a knighthood.
CRITICISM
‘I admit to a soft spot for Micromega after giving us wonderful games like Deathchase, Full Throttle, Code Name Mat and others, so you can imagine my sense of letdown when I loaded Day in the Life and saw what looked like rather old fashioned, even boring graphics, and found that the game was incredibly simple in play. What had happened?! On screen one I felt like screaming — the movement of Clive is very finicky and you have to position him precisely. Old fashioned and frustrating, I thought. But the strange thing is that after playing for about half an hour the damned thing began to grow on me — and not just because of Micromega. Actually, Day in the Life turns out to be an amusing, difficult and strangely attractive game. Attractive in the sense that the graphics are very unusual, well drawn and although not massively animated, there is a lot of detail in them. ‘You’, Clive, are just the well known, bearded face — very characterful in fact. Well I can’t in all honesty say that this is the follow up from Micromega to all those other titles I listed before, but it is still a different and interesting game which requires some patience at first and a deal of timing skill to get through.’
‘It’s unusual for Micro-mega to put out a game like this, they usually deal with hi-tech space age games. But then again, I suppose you’ve got to part from the theme at some point. At first glance at this game it looks very boring to play and unattractive. Playing the game reveal a few more items — quite a few things to do to keep you busy, but nothing terribly exciting. After playing the game for about an hour I became quite bored with it. Moving Clive about is a very fiddly job and you need to be precisely positioned to get into the gaps, which does become frustrating when you constantly lose lives. The graphics move very smoothly at varying speeds, they are well detailed and quite colourful, but don’t seem to add much to the game. Continuous (if you can call it that) music varies in speed depending on how many characters are on screen — not very good programming. To sum this game up it is definitely not up to Micromega’s high standards, and although I found it quite playable I would not recommend it — I have come to expect more of Micromega.’
‘Normally Micromega games are a joy to play but A Day in the Life doesn’t rate as well as their other games. The graphics are poor and not a patch on the graphics used in Full Throttle. Sound is all right but nothing to shout about. The game isn’t playable and certainly not addictive. This is really a big disappointment coming from Micromega and I hope they never release another game like this!’
COMMENTS
Control keys: user-definable, four directions needed
Joystick: Kempston, Sinclair 2, Cursor type
Keyboard play: responsive, but finicky in movement
Use of colour: good, bright colours on a generally white ground
Graphics: above average
Sound: continuous but jerky beep music
Skill levels: 1
Lives: 5
Screens: 13
General Rating: Slightly mixed feelings, but generally felt to be above average.
| Use of Computer | 85% |
| Graphics | 69% |
| Playability | 50% |
| Getting Started | 75% |
| Addictive Qualities | 51% |
| Value for Money | 52% |
| Overall | 59% |
DEATHSTAR INTERCEPTOR Producer: System 3 Software Memory required: 48K Retail Price: £7.95 Language: machine code | |
The Encyclopaedia Galactica (AD 4020 edition of course) is almost as oft-quoted a tome of learning as is its primitive forebear the Encyclopaedia Britannica. The inlay of this new game from a company new to the Spectrum has a long quote from Galactica which, in the time-honoured tradition of cassette inlays, has suitably little to do with playing the game itself. What it does tell you is that the Death Star is approaching and threatening Earth and only one hope is left. You guessed it, sucker, that’s you, tucked safely inside Star Fighter One. No one needs to be told what a Death Star is in detail; it’s a big, round metal moon with a deep and heavily defended equatorial trench, and a single weakness, the central core vent down which an accurately placed photon missile will be able to reach the core and blow up the Death Star.
Death Star Interceptor kicks off with a very good rendition of the ‘Star Wars’ theme (the game is officially licenced) as your fighter waits at the base of the screen to be launched into space. There are three playing screens, the first is really an effect rather than a difficult game sequence. When the music finishes the computer says, ‘Prepare for launching!’ quite without the aid of a Currah Microspeech unit. You must then take off and fly the fighter through the dead centre of a series of concentric rings representing entry into hyperspace.
The second screen is set in space. Earth is seen receding on the right, leaving your fighter alone with the stars — but not for long. Some of the stars look as though they’re moving, and getting bigger — and they are. Several fighters and other types zoom towards you, weaving and spinning as they come in to the attack. You are so busy dodging their lethal blasts and blowing them to smithereens that at first you fail to notice another star getting brighter. Suddenly the point of light grows and grows until you realise it the dread Death Star itself. If you survive this screen until approach to the Death Star is concluded, you will dive down on the metal moon and into the equatorial trench.
Screen three is a 3D birds’ eye perspective view of the trench which scrolls towards you. Your fighter can move left or right as well as up and down. The sides of the trench are dotted with laser cannon, the base with fuel dumps. More tie fighters come screaming up the trench at you, and later there are laser beams ranging across its width which you must fly under or over. If you survive this section for long enough, there will be a chance to drop a photon torpedo down the rapidly approaching vent. Success will see you fly up put of the trench, and turning round, you will see the receding Death Star disintegrate in a massive explosion. But don’t worry — with one down, there are many more to come with tougher defences!
Prepare for launching!
CRITICISM
‘I saw this game some time ago on the CBM 64 (by the same company) and there isn’t the slightest doubt that the Spectrum version is far superior (nothing to do with petty inter-computer jealousies either). The ‘Star Wars’ theme at the start is excellently done and the speech bit isn’t bad either. The first screen is simple enough not to become too serious an irritation between games. The second screen is pretty amazing, a real fast shoot em up with astonishingly smooth 3D graphics that really do come rushing at you. The perspective effect and sense of depth has to be seen to be believed. In the trench the colours are perhaps less effective, but the saving grace is the speed and clarity of the scrolling. Death Star Interceptor (along with Incentive’s Moon Cresta) mark a new era of sophisticated shoot em ups. Great stuff!’
‘Death Star must be one of the fastest solid 3D shoot em up games yet available for the Spectrum. Once loaded, you are greeted with a glorious ‘Star Wars’ theme music — try amplifying it, it’s worth it. ‘Prepare for launching!’ as I shot through the time gate, the computer shouted. The 3D aspect of this game is truly amazing — tiny dots rapidly grow from a distance to become Tie fighters and other recognisable shapes. The speed at which this happens is breathtaking and incredibly smooth. What’s more the animation isn’t (as usual) just in one plane, but they twist from side to side as they weave across the screen towards you, showing the various different angles of their metallic make up. Moving into the trench all the usual defences are plastered on the sides, which constantly impede your progress. Tie fighters zip towards you and laser barriers cause you to duck. The inlay states that the game is graphically amazing and all too often this turns out to be untrue but in this case it is an understatement. The second screen sets a new state-of-the-art standard for 3D shoot em ups. Again, I think the second screen is the most playable and enjoyable, although very difficult to get through to progress into the trench. The third screen is also extremely difficult although I didn’t find it half as much fun as the previous one — still enjoyable though. Death Star is a game that will set new standards for 3D space shoot em ups. Terrific fun.’
‘Speed, excitement, tough gameplay and good graphics are the all-important elements of a shoot em up. Death Star has the lot. In the second screen the tactics of the enemy fighters gives the game an impetus rarely seen before. There are three different tactics in play. Some fighters (they all weave about like crazy) come from the distance at you, others spring off the sides of the screen unexpectedly, careering round to attack, while others actually leave the screen and then come rushing back on from ‘behind’ you. All the while, they are twisting and turning realistically. We have had extreme speed with Dark Star but little game — a good game with Starstrike but line graphics — now we have Death Star Interceptor with speed, great graphics and a playable game. This game will probably leave the 3D shoot em ups way behind until someone else comes up with a better game. The only boring part I found about this game was the first screen. Jumping into hyperspace became quite tiresome and irritating at the beginning of each new game, but then again, you have to start from somewhere. Overall, one of the best space shoot em up games in 3D ever.’
COMMENTS
Control keys: A/Q up/down (aircraft type) O/P left/right and CAPS to V to fire. These are preset, but board user-definable
Joystick: Kempston, Sinclair 2, Cursor type
Keyboard play: very responsive
Use of colour: a bit limited on the trench screen, but excellent everywhere else
Graphics: amazing, fast, smooth 3D and with good explosion effects
Sound: excellent tune, spot effects
Skill levels: 3 — space cadet to commander
Lives: 3 plus shields — loss of shield with each 5 hits and there are 5 shields (you’ll need em)
Screens: 3
Special features: unaided speech at start
General rating: an excellent, addictive and attractive shoot em up requiring speedy reflexes. Good value for money.
| Use of computer | 91% |
| Graphics | 95% |
| Playability | 95% |
| Getting started | 92% |
| Addictive qualities | 88% |
| Value for money | 87% |
| Overall | 92% |
DUKES OF HAZZARD
Producer: Elite Systems Ltd
Price: £6.95
Here’s another in the licenced TV series from Elite, the software house that specialises in putting the small screen on the small screen. Most players will surely know the TV series, so the scenario is simple to describe. Basically, Boss Hogg is up to his old tricks again and has threatened to seize the General Lee as collateral unless Bo and Luke come up with the £5000 they owe him. So they decide to enter the Annual Hazzard Cross Country Road Race to win the first prize of — guess what, yup it’s £5000. Boss Hogg and the entire Hazzard County Police Force are revving up to stop them.
What we have here could basically be described as a ‘Moon Buggy’ game set on Earth. Instead of a moon buggy there is the boys’ car, the General Lee. Instead of craters and mines the boys in their car have to avoid vehicles driven by the various nasties. These can be jumped over or destroyed by lobbing sticks of dynamite ahead of the car. Instead of alien flying saucers Jethro the ace-helicopter pilot flies over, firing down at them, followed by Jake in his aeroplane and Cletus the balloonist.
The screen shows the roadway (which varies in width) and the background landscape scrolling past, while the General Lee sits in the centre of the screen able to change lanes (up and down) and alter speed (which alters the scrolling speed effectively). Enemy vehicles approach from in front and behind. Again, like a ‘Moon Buggy’ type game, Dukes of Hazzard is played in stages, in this case from village to village. At the end of each stage the hazzards(!) increase. Scoring is by distance travelled and by the removal of hazards as well as a bonus score for each stage.
The only obstacle that mustn’t be destroyed is Daisy in her jeep.
CRITICISM
‘There is something about Elite, I don’t quite know what it is, but they seem to use the same scrolling routines for the last three games. It would be nice once in a while to have a bit of variety. As usual the graphics are up to a very high standard with a good parallax movement visible in the landscape, using large, bright, clear playing characters — probably the strongest side of Elite. When I heard Dukes of Hazzard was to be released, I wondered what sort of game they could produce around the TV series; it was proved that not much could be done with it and Elite have produced a game with no real game element in it. Do people really want continuously scrolling, jumping games where if you try to kill your opponents (computer) you stand a good chance of getting killed yourself? Isn’t this a bit over the top? I found the only point to this game boils down to either killing the opponents or jumping them. People seem to like the ‘Moon Buggy’ games that this resembles, but here the actual game elements don’t really work together to provide any lasting appeal, which is a shame, because it could otherwise have been quite a good game. An example can be made of Dukes of Hazzard to show that a well known TV title must not be allowed to sell a game when the game itself is not up to scratch, whereas Elite are trying to sell a game on the basis that it will be dangerous, exciting and action-packed, when this one is not.’
‘It struck me immediately that a sense of excitement has been attempted by making the player keep hitting the accelerate key to keep up to speed (not hitting it slows you down), a kind of DT Decathlon idea. Actually this becomes irritating after a bit as it has little to do really with the game idea. Also you have to discover this fact for yourself, as it isn’t mentioned in the inlay instructions. It has to be said that every thing is excellently animated with nice bouncing wheels and characterful objects. The General Lee’s leaps are athletic and if you are hit the way the car somersaults to a halt is good. But these are all peripherals to a good game, not a good game in themselves. Dukes of Hazzard disappoints with its lack of real excitement or objectives.’
‘Elite seem to be sticking to their series tie-ins. Dukes is quite a good game with graphics which are fairly smooth and detailed. Acceleration is achieved using the decathlon/Olympic game method ie, press like mad. This is good as it makes you feel a part of the game. The actual game is playable but not quite as addictive. I enjoyed Dukes and I expect younger players will enjoy it even more. Originally I was rather sceptical of TV tie-ins assuming them to be gimmicks. Up to now most of them have been good games too. As long as this continues I shall continue to enjoy them.’
COMMENTS
Control keys: M to accelerate, SYM SHIFT (toggle) to change lane, X to jump and Z to throw
Joystick: Kempston and Sinclair 2 automatically detected
Keyboard play: responsive, although continually hitting the M key gets irritating
Use of colour: very good
Graphics: excellent, good parallax feeling
Sound: below average spots effects, horn sound okay
Skill levels: 1, progressive difficulty
Lives: 3
Screens: continuous scrolling
General Rating: Great graphics but not much game.
| Use of Computer | 73% |
| Playability | 58% |
| Getting Started | 60% |
| Addictive Qualities | 59% |
| Value for Money | 63% |
| Overall | 63% |
HIGHWAY CODE
Producer: CRL Group PLC
Author: Mike Pertwee
Price: £5.95
For those about to take their Driving Test, we salute thee! The practical test is most likely to cause the real heartache, yet many learners can fail through incorrect answers to those few friendly little questions the Tester asks at the end. The HMSO Highway Code book gets bulkier each year as more laws go on the statutes. This program from CRL with its Automobile Association seal of approval, is designed to help the learner motorist with the Highway Code theory.
It is presented in two forms, either as a 10 question game or a longer 25 question game. The object is to score 75% or better. Each question is presented on a three or four answer choice of which only one answer is correct, or on a true/false basis. Your answer is given by pressing the appropriate letter key and ENTER. A red arrow points to the correct answer and your score is updated.
At the top left corner a small panel shows a page reference to the HMSO book so you can look the relevant information up in revision. On completing a game you are given your total score and are told to re-read your Highway Code if it is below 75%. It’s a small niggle, but with 10 questions it is of course impossible to get 75% as 10% is awarded per question.
Rather more serious niggles begin to emerge when using the program. The value of something like this resides in the variety and number of possible questions asked. CRL’s inlay states that the questions asked are selected randomly from ‘a huge pool’ of questions stored in the computer. On four tries at the 10 question game and three tries at the 25 question game, I was asked no less than six questions each five times. This doesn’t suggest all that big a ‘pool’ to me. The program is written entirely in BASIC (with the exception of a small machine code routine which creates the siren sound effect at the start of a game). Many PLOT and CIRCLE routines are used for the graphics (with one UDG for a car shape), PRINT statements are used for the large block lettering, and page after page of PRINT statements for all the questions and answers. English text in PRINT statement form is notoriously wasteful of memory, so it’s little wonder that the program takes ages to load and contains not that many questions. Is it really very wise of CRL to make absurd claims for this program when anyone with their finger on BREAK or STOP can find out in a few seconds how large the ‘pool’ really is?
I’m a bit surprised that the AA should have so unreservedly put their stamp of approval on Highway Code, since a much better and larger version could have been done with some machine code and compression. But perhaps it is because this is the first attempt at such a program that they were swayed. In itself the idea isn’t bad, and Highway Code could well prove useful as a revision guide for the most asked questions, and certainly this is more fun than doing it all from a book or getting a friend to ask the questions.
Roger Kean
NICOTINE NIGHTMARE
Producer: Atlantis Gold
Price: £2.99
This is the Atlantis contribution to the anti-smoking campaign, not perhaps as revolutionary as banning smoking on the London Underground but it is just as frustrating. The first page of the program reproduces the Government health warning together with some spiel asking if the player was sincere in wanting to banish smoking from the face of the Earth. Replying ‘N’ results in nothing.
Before you can start the actual game you will be given a test to determine if you are the sort of person who could bear up while under the sort of pressure experienced by antismoking agents across the world. The literature explains that the first game is to test the player’s ‘strength of character and determination to stamp out the evil weed’.
The game involves guiding a little man up and down the screen. There are five on each side of him, with the aid of watering cans he has to put out six cigarettes periodically returning to the bottom to refill with water. A little chap in red, the fiery devil, is dashing around like a lunatic re-lighting them, seemingly faster than the player can put them out. Should one of the cigarettes burn down then you have failed the test and will have to take a re-sit.
Should you make it past the first game then you will be allowed out on your mission; to shut down the cigarette plant. First you must guide your man into the plant and through each of the departments.
As you make your way you will have to avoid obstacles such as a cascade of cigarettes, water traps and revolving doors. On your journey you will be required to find the numerous switches that will eventually shut the plant down. As you discover each switch and turn it off the entrance to the next screen will be revealed.
Each new stage of the game presents you with different obstacles, the switches become harder to find let alone get to. There is a little chap who will be trying to stop you in your endeavours, the factory manager, if you succeed he will lose his job so it’s in his interests to interfere with you as much as he can. When the plant is closed down then you will have succeeded in your mission.
Should you use up your five lives you will be awarded a score, this is given as a percentage and depends on the degree of damage inflicted.
CRITICISM
‘This game is meant to encourage you to stop smoking, if you want to stop smoking then this is not the game for you. The first screen makes you so tense and frustrated that you will probably smoke a couple of packets. The factory is occupied by mutant cigarettes (a well known brand). I’m sure they plan to roll all over you as you are on the ramp. They constantly get closer together blocking your path to the switch. The game goes on like this getting increasingly difficult. The graphics on Nicotine Nightmare are pretty basic but sufficient to give it quite an attractive appearance although they move fairly blockily. This is a very simple idea but I don’t know whether it’s such a good idea to sell this game to children, after all cigarettes should be associated with over 16s. Saying this, it is still fun to play if slightly frustrating on the first few screens. An unusual game.’
‘Generally a fun game but it may have limited appeal. The first test is very difficult and soon becomes an annoyance. The main game has some nice action and original ideas but nothing about the game is stunning. I am satisfied that Nicotine Nightmare is able to offer plenty of entertainment so for the price it could be worth mentioning.’
COMMENTS
Control keys: Q/A up/down M/N left/right SPACE to jump
Joystick: Kempston
Keyboard play: M/N keys the wrong way round otherwise responds well
Use of colour: effective
Graphics: effective but basic
Sound: nothing adventurous here
Skill levels: 1
Lives: 5 in main game
Screens: scrolling screens
General Rating: Not a shattering game by any means but great fun to play, once you’ve mastered it.
| Use of Computer | 70% |
| Graphics | 71% |
| Playability | 78% |
| Getting Started | 84% |
| Addictive Qualities | 62% |
| Value for Money | 88% |
| Overall | 78% |
PSYCHEDELIA
Producer: Llamasoft
Author: Simon Freeman, Jeff Minter
Price: £6.00
This program is certainly very different not only because of the instruction manual which contains such passages as ‘Psychedelia was the realisation of that dream ... many evenings were spent freaking out to music and just DOING it’ or ‘Demos were given, minds were blown and a good time had by all’. Of course to the modern computer generation, the drugged dreams of the flower power, drop out hippy era probably seem as archaic as the Second World War.
‘Psychedelia is a completely new way of enjoying your micro. If you love music, if you love graphics, if you are creative...’ he even goes on to admit that ‘Psychedelia is the high point of my designing career’. The hairy one certainly seems to have given it his all!. The results can be spectacular, the opening screen gives a demonstration of what you might produce. Imagine, if you can, hundreds of tiny coloured squares dashing all over the screen, some run together, others collide, some move up while others move down or across this way and the other. Each square is one of seven different colours, but it can change from one colour to the next while hurtling across the screen. Of course you don’t have to have coloured squares you can design shapes of your own by altering the pixels that make up a shape. Some of the easiest patterns to create would be star bursts or multi coloured spirals. The nearest visual analogy would be a highly coloured firework display, but of course Psychedelia is on a much smaller scale.
The purpose of the program is for you to design your own light displays and it provides some quite powerful routines to help you do just that. Initially the program is set up with some basic parameters for creating built in effects, these are activated via the cursor keys and keys Q-R — press different combinations of these keys and that should show you enough to make you curious.
The more advanced commands are divided into two parts, VARIABLES and OTHERS. In all there are nine variable commands. CURSOR SPEED simply alters the speed at which the squares move about the screen. PULSE WIDTH alters the speed with which burst of squares are sent across the screen. LINE WIDTH sets the width of pulse lines. The other commands perform much more complex tasks, far too complicated to describe here. When the user selects a variable to alter a little graduated bar appears at the bottom of the screen showing the value of the relevant variable. These values can be changed to suit your requirements, essentially finding the desired effects requires a great deal of trial and error but this is by far the most enjoyable method because one of the clever features of the package is the ability to alter the variable while the display is in full swing; better still by using the OTHER commands you are able to ‘record’ the patterns to memory as you alter the various parameters and eventually save the whole show to tape. About half an hour’s worth of display can be saved for playback later, and that should be enough to blow anyone’s mind!
Finally the writer offers some good advice, he admits that the package sounds complicated to use but suggests that ‘... the best way to learn is by experimentation, play with the values to see what happens just like you would tinker with a synthesiser... freak out with it ... Blow minds with it, freak out your granny. Be creative.’
Uhm!
CRITICISM
‘Because Psychedelia is not a game it is obviously a bit pointless subjecting it to the usual CRASH team, whose tender ages preclude them from knowing what ‘freaking out granny’ is all about! The package is great fun to play with and works very well indeed. The effects that can be created are simply fantastic, however, I would have thought at the price it would only appeal to those who really go in for this audiovisual experience. After all it is pretty expensive and the less imaginative among us may not be prepared to spend the time and extract all that this program has to offer.’
COMMENTS
Control keys: various inputs required — see manual
Joystick: cursor type and most makes
General Rating: An unusual program with many applications to the user. Definitely out of the mainstream, however, and appeal may be limited.
PUD PUD IN WEIRD WORLD
Producer: Ocean Software Ltd
Author: Jonathan M. Smith, Christine Smith
Price: £6.95
Pud Pud’s author is a bit backward as the title screen proves. To save you getting a mirror out, his forwards name is Jonathan Smith. The object of the game is to help Pud Pud escape from Weird World by eating all ten hidden puddings.
Pud Pud himself, apart from obviously being a flying pudding, resembles a hyperactive Pacman character with flapping ears. The place is full of other creatures whittering around some of which, when eaten by Pud Pud, replenish energy, and others kill. Mrs. Pud Pud is the one to avoid, as her kiss is deadly. The various screens are interlinked and incorporate platforms held in position by large graphics of things like bits of the Statue of Liberty or parts of broken Spectrums.
Pud Pud walks when on the floor of a platform, but tucks his legs up to flap when in the air. Energy is displayed as a bar at the base of the screen while the lives are three large hearts which deflate like punctured balloons when a life is lost through eating the wrong thing or running out of energy. When he dies, the rotund hero explodes into colourful bits and sinks to the ground as a dressed chicken.
CRITICISM
‘Pud Pud is one of the weirdest games I’ve played for a long while — it really is strange, no hints or tips are given on the inlay, it just says ‘find ten hidden puddings’. I’ve yet to find one and I’ve been playing for some considerable time. What do they look like — real puddings or what. And what confuses the issue even more is that if you exit and then re-enter the same screen, all the colours change. Very confusing. The graphics are very, very... different (is this the right word)? This isn’t to say that they are bad, indeed they are very good, move well and are exceptionally detailed and colourful. Jonathan Smith must be a very abnormal person, or even a relative of Matthew Smith (no offence intended)! Everything is so out of this world, his imagination or inspiration must come from nightmares. (STOP PRESS — found a pudding — gasp — thank goodness). The only drawback I can find to this game is that it is so difficult to find the puddings although better difficult than too easy. The music in Pud Pud is extremely good. Overall a totally different game... (is this the right word for it)?’
‘A slight thrill! Wasn’t this the game you could just see being assessed on the telly programme about Imagine and Ocean just before Christmas? I thought then that it looked a little dated and seeing the real thing hasn’t changed my mind entirely. The graphics are excellent, helping to create a really weird world all right. Pud Pud himself is a dubious character — is he nice or nasty, is this the first computer anti-hero? If you don’t find a pudding quickly it can get a bit confusing (they are placed randomly each game and the second only materialises when the first has been eaten and so on). The main difficulty placed in your path is the short length of energy time you are given and eating the proper food to keep it up isn’t always as easy as it first seems. In the end I grew to like Pud Pud, but I can’t honestly say that it would hold my attention for too long.’
‘At first glance this looks like a platform game but it isn’t really. True, there are platforms around, but they are really there to create a simple form of maze. The game is simple too, flap or walk your way round until you find a randomly hidden pudding, eat it and another will appear somewhere else in the maze of interlinked screens. Keep your energy up by eating flying things, whilst avoiding eating anything else as that just decreases your energy. As a result the game is very playable but lacks lasting appeal in the end. Graphically it is very good with nice animation and the large maze characters add to the atmosphere. Sound, too, is good, with a powerful synthesiser tune at the start. I enjoyed it, but wouldn’t actually go out and buy it.’
COMMENTS
Control keys: Q or O/W or P left/right, SPACE or CAPS to flap
Joystick: Kempston, Sinclair 2, Cursor type
Keyboard play: responsive, a simple layout and easy to use when you get used to gravity
Use of colour: unusual, very bright and varied
Graphics: also unusual, well animated and smooth
Sound: excellent tune, good spot effects
Skill levels: 1 but progressive after 10 puddings
Lives: 3
Screens: unknown but several interlinked
General Rating: A slick, glossy, high quality package as one expects from Ocean, but perhaps lacking in addictivity.
| Use of Computer | 80% |
| Graphics | 81% |
| Playability | 76% |
| Getting Started | 74% |
| Addictive Qualities | 68% |
| Value for Money | 77% |
| Overall | 75% |
RAID OVER MOSCOW Producer: US Gold Memory required: 48K Retail Price: £7.95 Language: machine code | |
‘Play it like there was no Tomorrow!’ exclaims the cover of this rather grim scenario. Raid Over Moscow contains seven sections which take you, as a Squadron Leader of an attack flight based on a US space station on a virtual suicide mission to knock out the Soviet missile launch sites and then proceed to Moscow armed only with the weapons you can carry to destroy the Soviet defence centre.
Much of the game is linked by the Sequence 1 screen, a view of the northern hemisphere showing the States and the USSR. Here you can see missiles being launched. Pressing fire takes you into Sequence 2 — inside the space station. In this sequence you must launch your fighter craft under almost zero gravity, using reverse thrust to slow down, and guide them out of the hangar doors into space (Sequence 1 screen). If you decide to attack the Soviet launch silo, you can guide your fighter down into Soviet airspace — Sequence 3.
The attack run resembles Zaxxon, except that it is horizontal scrolling instead of three-quarters. You must fly low, using your shadow to assess height and angle, avoid trees. If you fly too high then radar will pick you up and Soviet heat-seeking missiles will attack from behind. But in being low you risk being hit by the ground defences. You can fire forwards to destroy ground targets and missiles. If you get through to the silos the scene cuts to....
Sequence 4. Here you are the bottom of the screen firing forwards at the five silos. The idea is to fire through the small windows, while avoiding the Soviet fighters firing back. Destroying the central command silo will prevent the launched missiles reaching their target and let you continue on to Moscow.
Sequence 5 sees one of your men in a trench outside the Soviet defence centre (looks like the Kremlin). Targets include soldiers, tanks, towers and doors, one of which is the entrance to the reactor to be blown up in the last main sequence. Your man can fire his rocket launcher at targets while you guide fire by watching the trajectory. The reactor door is randomly selected, and once it and all the other targets have been destroyed you proceed to....
Sequence 6. Inside the reactor room there is a maintenance robot keeping the fuel cells cool — put him off his stroke and the reactor may overheat and detonate. As you cannot enter the maintenance area you must bounce disc grenades off the walls aided by a laser scope. A robot will require four hits to destroy it.
The final scene is a congratulationary one which lets you know if you have accomplished your mission.
The screen displays are varied, but below the playing area are all the necessary telltales, lives and, most importantly, time to impact of a Soviet missile fired at the States. Should this get through before you destroy the central command silo, the game will end.
World overview with space station and fighter descending
CRITICISM
‘I had rather mixed feelings for Raid Over Moscow. On one hand it’s a multi-stage attack game, but on the other it is a series of very simple arcade shoot em up scenarios. The graphics were okay but not really fantastic. I had speculated that the game was going to be great, but it was not. Good, yes, but shoot em ups with slightly different scenes are not ultra-brill. More exciting graphics and a little more content in each stage would have made all the difference between good and great. Overall I was a little disappointed.’
‘This game is rather unusual because it’s really six different games in one, rather like Beach-Head. Each stage does require a little arcade skill in the first few, but considerably more as the game progresses. The third stage where you have to fly your craft through the enemy’s defences of various towns is rather like Zaxxon, in fact I’d go as far as to say that this stage is the best ‘Zaxxon’ type game for the Spectrum, which could well be a selling point to the game. The landscape scrolls very smoothly and is exceptionally detailed. This stage is action-packed with fast-moving graphics — plenty to keep your mind occupied. Moving onto the Moscow screen, you fight through a long succession of enemy land craft which constantly fire at you, where at the end you arrive at the defence centre. Destroying the centre is extremely difficult when you’re being bombarded by tanks and soldiers from all angles. The defence centre is large, well drawn and very colourful, also it disintegrates very nicely as your rockets explode on it. I must say that I enjoyed this game immensely, although the first few sequences become a bit trivial after a while if not irritating. Throughout the game there is constant sound and beautiful, very realistic explosions. Everything is well drawn and the 3D perspective is wonderful. A worthwhile addition to your collection if you feel up to playing this exceptionally difficult game.’
‘Like Beach-Head, Raid Over Moscow offers good value in that there are several different types of shoot em up in one, including some excellent ‘Zaxxon’ type sequences. Arcade skills are required to survive, as well as some simple elements of strategical thinking. The bombardment of the defence centre is a sort of very souped up version of the old DK’Tronics’ 3D Tanx and it works really well — a hard little sequence. Graphically this game is accomplished, using large characters and smooth scrolling, all very clear and bright. I found Raid Over Moscow absorbing, addictive and fun to play. Recommended.’
COMMENTS
Control keys: I/P left/right, Q/Z up/down, N to fire — these are preset but they are also user-definable
Joystick: Kempston, Sinclair 2, Cursor type
Keyboard play: very responsive
Use of colour: excellent
Graphics: excellent, large, smooth, detailed and varied
Sound: continuous with spot effects
Skill levels: 3, easy to hard
Lives: 9 fighters, but depends on stopping missiles
Screens: 7
General rating: very good to excellent, mixed feelings on content, but two reviewers thought there was plenty.
| Use of computer | 90% |
| Graphics | 86% |
| Playability | 89% |
| Getting started | 96% |
| Addictive qualities | 85% |
| Value for money | 86% |
| Overall | 92% |
SAM STOAT SAFEBREAKER
Producer: Gremlin Graphics Software Ltd
Author: Peter M. Harrap
Price: £6.95
More alliterative arcade adventure from Gremlin. In this one you play Sam Stoat, a cunning cat-burglar (or stoat-burglar if you prefer).
The object is to enter one of the four houses on the start screen (house 1 easy, house 4 hard), then locate the bomb and the match to blow the safe, and escape. Escape is only possible if you have collected the diamond necklace carelessly left lying around on the floor. On finding the bomb it will follow you around. Points are awarded for picking up any other valuables you may come across.
Each house has a series of rooms interlinked with each other, but as usual there is a lot of nightlife in them, vicious gnomes, drunks, bouncing bed springs, spiders, bats and more. These tend to eat away his energy, indicated at the bottom of the screen by a ‘Bloodometer’, but it can be replenished by finding Stoat Healing Elixir.
Once the diamond has been collected, Sam can leave the house through the mousehole, which turns out to be a large lake with five pillars standing in it. The three middle ones rise and fall in a rhythm which makes leaping from one to the other rather difficult. Falling into the water is fatal of course. The game is played over 80 screens, twenty per house.
CRITICISM
‘Sam Stoat starts off after a heart-warming rendition of the ‘Z Cars’ TV theme. Remember that, no, good, because neither do I. The game is typical in layout to the recent Gremlin productions. I found the graphics okay but some of the moving characters, including Sam, were a little cumbersome. For some odd reason mouse holes were connected by separately rising pillars in a watery environment. As a game Sam Stoat was quite good, but the houses were not all that big (Barrat obviously). Gremlin, in my humble opinion, don’t seem to have captured the appeal of their original Monty. But all in all Sam is a good game, pretty playable, but I have doubts as to its addictive qualities.’
‘Gremlin Graphics seem to be pursuing this animal starring series. The character this time has turned to crime for his thrills and spills — if you always fancied yourself as a bit of a burglar then now’s your chance. Safebreaker must be one of Gremlin’s most difficult games yet, not in the game itself but in the link screen (the mousehole connection) where you have to jump over rising and falling columns — good timing is a MUST — and it does become frustrating after a while when you cannot get over the river and continue with the game. I’d even go as far as to say that it would be much better to make this part of the game easier and make the rest of the game more difficult. There doesn’t seem to be much content to this game unless I’ve missed something, you don’t really even have to avoid the characters inside the houses as they do nothing more than slow you down. One major attraction is the detailed graphics; tomato plants and flower pots are wonderfully drawn, as are all the playing characters, each being individually animated. Gremlin don’t seem to be producing games of as high a quality as Monty Mole — yes they’ve got the graphics right, but there’s little game in it.’
‘I’m not quite sure what the ‘Bloodometer’ is for in this game, unless there is some equation being made about Stoats and blood. Is Sam a vampire? Or is he a heroin addict? Sam, of course, is the character who rescued Monty in Monty is Innocent, and now we know why he is familiar with the insides of a prison — he’s obviously been nabbed before! The graphics here are far better than in the previous game, much cleaner looking and far more interesting, they are exceptionally well animated too. Sam Stoat is a more involving and difficult game than Monty is Innocent, but most of the difficulty seems to come from the mouse hole leaping bit rather than the main game, and this form of connection is vital to get to all the other rooms in the house. I get the feeling that what is happening now is that game need games designers as well as programmers — they are not necessarily the same thing at all. Good, well animated graphics and a simple sort of idea longer holds the lasting appeal necessary to a great game, and this seems to me to be true of Sam Stoat Safebreaker. The game looks good, but is not, I think, very addictive.’
COMMENTS
Control keys: Q/W left/right, P/L up/down (L is not mentioned on the inlay) B to SPACE to jump or enter a house
Joystick: Kempston, Sinclair 2
Keyboard play: simple layout and responsive
Use of colour: good
Graphics: very good, some excellent animation and drawing
Sound: good start tune, lacking in spot effects
Skill levels: 4 selectable by house choice
Lives: it says 4 on the inlay, but this seems a little silly as you have one life and an energy (Bloodometer) level
Screens: 80
General Rating: Above average to good.
| Use of Computer | 63% |
| Graphics | 74% |
| Playability | 64% |
| Getting Started | 63% |
| Addictive Qualities | 51% |
| Value for Money | 63% |
| Overall | 68% |
SEA BATTLES
Producer: Atlantis Software Ltd
Author: Robert Bradshaw
Price: £1.99
Sea Battles is a computer version of the well known pen ’n paper game, ‘Battleships’. Full instructions are provided as the program runs. The player sets up his forces by entering the coordinates in which the left-most part of the object will appear, for example a ship is placed by entering the co-ordinates in which the stern section will be placed. This method does mean that targets can only be placed horizontally which makes them easier to hit once you have found them.
After the forces have been set up game play commences. To shoot the player enters the co-ordinates and the sound indicates if there was a hit or not, otherwise the map will show a splash symbol for a miss or a large cross for a hit. Next the computer makes its shot and to do this the map is redrawn so that your forces can be seen and the computer’s shots recorded in the same way as before. The player can decide between entering his own co-ordinates or allowing the computer to make a random shot on his behalf.
The remains of the forces are listed alongside each of the maps together with the number of attempts and hits for each player.
CRITICISM
‘I never enjoyed Battleships on pen and paper and this game does not really add anything to make it more fun. The implementation works well but the constant drawing and redrawing of the screen slows the game down a lot. The graphics are effective and the colours aid clarity, all except for a rather upsetting multi-colour moving backdrop that appears while the computer is waiting for its move which is hard on the eyes. Putting the required answers into the machine worked well except when it came to the player’s turn to shoot. The player has to press the enter key to select his own targets but to select a random shot means pressing any key, in the heat of the battle I found myself forgetting to press enter so the computer mistook the first letter of my coordinates as an any key press, that’s why I kept losing you see.’
‘Sea Battles’ packaging says that the battleships game ‘has really stood the test of time’. To be honest this is true as most enjoy this game. The graphics etc. are adequate for this type of game. Sea Battles improves on the original by having land targets but it loses out by not being able to place the targets on any plane except the horizontal. Overall quite good, I would like to have seen a game save facility as this game can last a long time.’
‘Games like Sea Battles definitely come under the heading of ‘if you like the type’ games. Quite obviously, if you enjoy playing the paper version of the traditional game, then you will no doubt enjoy playing this computer version, and it’s sensible of Atlantis to release a game like this at a budget price, because it obviously isn’t in the best-seller league. I must say I thoroughly enjoyed playing it, but I find the original game absorbing on a wet day. The graphics are adequate to the purpose and everything seems to work quite well. A pity ships are always oriented in the same direction — it takes some of the planning fun out of it.’
COMMENTS
Control keys: as required by prompts
Joystick: none
Keyboard play: input works well
Use of colour: appropriate
Graphics: well done but slow
Sound: poor
Skill levels: 1
General Rating: Good fun if you enjoy Battleships. Better than average.
| Use of Computer | 55% |
| Graphics | 48% |
| Playability | 49% |
| Getting Started | 50% |
| Addictive Qualities | 60% |
| Value for Money | 65% |
| Overall | 60% |
SOFTWARE STAR
Producer: Addictive Games Ltd
Author: Kevin J.M. Toms
Price: £6.95
Software Star is the follow on from the hit game Football Manager. The object this time is to manage a software house and produce, for your board of directors, good profits and smash hits. You are informed that as Software Star’s top programmer your personal ambition is to produce the most successful games program and be a software star for at least 10 months. Presumably this would then allow you to set up your own TT bike-racing team and live life up a bit. Your target for the game is to produce a pre-tax profit of £10,000.
The opening screen explains the task and gives the target set by the directors, the target always seems to be that same. To proceed you must input your name. The second page allows you to select a skill level, seven are provided, the first being ‘beginner’, the seventh ‘genius’. The third page begins the company profile section and shows the state of the bank account, the current game on the market, listing its quality and how long it took to put it together.
The program starts with the first game being called ‘Software S’ which took 5 months to develop but its quality is 100%. At the bottom of this page you are told how the mags received the game. In this case it was ‘excellent’. Press enter and you will be invited to launch a new game. All that’s required is to type in the name of the new game. Now to the meat; we have to deal with the employees.
The productivity for the last six months is summed up and this can range from appalling to excellent — more often than not the current month’s productivity is rated at poor. In order to improve the rating you can offer incentives or increase discipline. ‘Sales force strategy’ deals with your sales in four regions. You are asked to enter the four regions in order of priority, the first will be given a major sales push the fourth will actually experience a large sales drop. Public relations is minefield for real life software houses, in the case of Software Star you are given two choices. You can take a chance and use ‘hype’ — we have all seen how well that can work. Alternatively you can be honest and hope the public will appreciate just what a nice bunch of chaps you are!
If a game is to sell then it must be advertised, especially if you want to hype your image, so booking advertising is a feature of the game that is fraught with traps. The most important page shows the charts. Your game will start creeping up the charts, but will it get to number one? The break even point (where your revenue is equal to the costs incurred) is shown on the screen together with the unit sales for each game. When the charts position has stabilised you will be presented with a sales revenue report which simply shows the revenue gained by the month’s sales. The monthly statement page shows how you incurred your costs, subtracted from the month’s revenue giving your profit/loss for the month. The last figure given shows how much you have in the bank — this is rarely a pretty sight! The final page in the sequence gives your star rating which ranges from a nobody to being a software star. The period of stardom is given in months together with details of the financial picture to date. After this page you are given an opportunity to save the game, otherwise you start the long hard slog all over again, the road to riches is not always paved with Porsches, Ferraris and smart logos. Unlike life Software Star gives you the chance to re-wind and start again.
CRITICISM
‘Considering that the company starts with an overdraft of £10,000 and no games on the market it seems to me that the player is cast more in the role of a Receiver than a Manager! The game is fun to play and I enjoyed naming games and trying to Hype them up through the charts. The tables, charts, and prompts are clear, easily understood and keypressing is kept to a minimum. As I played the game I realised how little influence I had over the single most important feature — the games. When a new game is launched all that was required was to give it a name, nothing more. Everything that mattered as far as the game’s success was concerned, its content, design, the type of machine it was aimed at, played no part in this game. If the game was good it would have a high quality rating and would be well received by the press but there was nothing I could do to make sure that happened, it was a randomly selected event.’
‘Football Manager has had an ardent following since it first came out for the ZX81, and it grew when the game converted to the Spectrum. Football is, of course, a somewhat more fascinating subject to most young people than being the manager of a software house. Football Manager was also the first program of its now oft copied kind, whereas Software Star is not. I have the feeling this may affect its sales generally. However the game has a reasonable amount of variation in it and confronts the players with some realistic situations (although I don’t know many software houses who could afford or have even paid as much as a £1,000 for a page of advertisement). Quite clearly, as CRASH reviews just go to show, the design and content of a game is the single most important aspect, and here the program lets the player down as the games chosen just seem to appear.’
‘Software Star is a text-only game. I found it rather simple in layout and actual variables, but difficult to play. If the summer slump indicated in the game is anything like the real thing, I really feel sorry for software houses. Generally, the game was mildly addictive but I don’t think that at £6.95 it really represents great value for money.’
COMMENTS
Control keys: appropriate keys as demanded by prompts
Keyboard play: due to extensive error checking input tends to be slow
Use of colour: most screens are very attractive
Graphics: N/A
Sound: very little and that’s pretty timid
Skill levels: 7
Screens: 12 main information screens
General Rating: Interesting to play but the player does not have enough influence over such matters as the design of games.
| Use of Computer | 50% |
| Graphics | N/A |
| Playability | 70% |
| Getting Started | 68% |
| Addictive Qualities | 70% |
| Value for Money | 73% |
| Overall | 64% |
STAY KOOL
Producer: Bug-Byte Software Ltd
Author: Leigh Hugill
Price: £6.95
Space Pilot Luke Warm is stranded on his crippled spaceship after one of his less successful space battles.
It isn’t his day either; although the emergency space shuttle is ready to go he has neglected to keep the fuel rods on the shuttle. They are scattered about the stricken ship and Luke must be guided around to collect them all. Unfortunately (the key word in any computer game) the damaged ship has sent the various automated devices wild. Can Luke avoid the nasties, collect all the rods and be ready in the shuttle bay before the damaged ship falls into the nearby star?
Stay Kool is another JSW clone, but this one does not aim to let Willy go, even providing a room called ‘We must perform a ... WHAT?’ as part of the clone effect.
The ship is formed of a series of interconnected rooms containing platforms, and varied nasties that bounce up and down or slide from side to side. Luke is a small white figure in a large fishbowl helmet with a healthy jumping ability.
Items to be collected flash. Below the playing area can be seen the title of the room, number of items collected, rising temperature and lives which convert into winged angels after deaths. Among the features of the game there are tractor beams which force Luke to rise along with them, teleport rooms and amongst all of this 50-screen game there is a Loch Ness Monster!
CRITICISM
‘I always thought it was Bug-Byte’s policy to release only very good games such as Turmoil and Rapscallion. But Stay Kool isn’t up to their normal standard. The graphics are good but but aren’t mind-blowingly brilliant and the sound is almost nonexistent. The idea is similar to Manic Miner/Jet Set Willy but the actual game isn’t up to the standard of these games. Stay Kool is definitely not addictive and because of this I found that it wasn’t very playable. It may appeal to people who especially like platform games but to the everyday gamer it’s really a bore. Overall not up to the standard of other Bug-Byte games and certainly not one of the all time greats.’
‘There’s no doubt in my mind that this game will be compared to Jet Set Willy, and in fact it makes little attempt to disguise the similarity. The screen layout is so much like Jet Set Willy in the sense that two-thirds of the screen has been used as the playing area and the bottom third as a text and information area; it wouldn’t even surprise me if the same screen display routines hadn’t been copied from the host program at some point. There are some distinct differences though and probably the most obvious one is the standard of the graphics — they are not as good by half and they flicker considerably. Graphics are quite varied and well drawn, however, and the game makes full use of the colour capabilities of the Spectrum, but it is disappointing to see how many character blocks are left undisguised which gives an unpleasant chunky feel to the game. There doesn’t seem to be much sound maybe because it would slow the game down even further. I can’t see why Bug-Byte has published this game as it is nowhere near their previous high standard.’
‘It’s difficult at this late stage to say whether yet one more JSW copy is playable or not. After all, if a game is good, it doesn’t matter if it looks like something else, but after so many versions one does get a bit tired and therefore the copy has to be very good. Stay Kool is not a good copy, and its humorous attempts to copy the Matthew Smith literary screen style is not particularly appreciated either. The pace of the game seems slow and generally the idea is uninspiring, in other words, it offers nothing new to the type like Technician Ted or Brian Bloodaxe. A surprise really, coming from Bug-Byte and a disappointment.’
COMMENTS
Control keys: Q/W left/right, B to SPACE to jump
Joystick: Sinclair 2 and Kempston
Keyboard play: responsive
Use of colour: good
Graphics: above average
Sound: poor and not much in the way of spot effects
Skill levels: 1
Lives: 5
Screens: 50
General Rating: An average platform style game with little to offer over other versions.
| Use of Computer | 76% |
| Graphics | 69% |
| Playability | 64% |
| Getting Started | 72% |
| Addictive Qualities | 54% |
| Value for Money | 63% |
| Overall | 59% |
THE THINKER
Producer: Atlantis Software Ltd
Author: Ian Hook
Price: £1.99
The Thinker is a sliding block puzzle but comes complete with a warning from the publisher, ‘If you value your sanity, don’t buy this game it makes Rubik’s Cube look simple’. Having failed to crack Rubik’s Cube, my front door AND The Thinker, I really don’t feel qualified to make comparisons.
On loading, the user is asked to select a level of difficulty from 1 to 5. After you have answered the prompt, the game board is drawn. You are confronted with a large square outline, at the bottom of which there is a gap about two thirds the width of the square’s side.
The gap corresponds to the smaller red square positioned at the back of the box which in turn is surrounded by nine other blocks of different sizes and colours, each block being numbered. The object of the puzzle is to move the red block out to the front of the box, but to do this the other blocks have to be rearranged, within the confines of the box, to allow the red block free passage.
Sounds easy.
To move any of the blocks simply requires the user to input the number of the target block and then, by using the cursor keys, to show where you would like it moved to. Should you make an illegal move then you will receive the first of three warnings, persist and you are in for a nasty but witty shock.
Should you fail to crack The Thinker then you will be able to write to the publishers for the solution. I can confidently predict that Atlantis will be getting some extra post.
CRITICISM
‘It’s always a bit difficult to know what sort of criteria to use in commenting on a game like this. Certainly the computer is ideally suited to this type of puzzle game, and in the end people who enjoy difficult puzzles will no doubt enjoy this as a computer game. A big advantage is the price, which makes it well affordable even if you are not sure whether you will like it or not. Graphically it is unexciting, as you might expect, but the moving routine is friendly enough and the puzzle provided is a great deal harder than it looks at first glance. I’m still trying.’
‘The Thinker is a slight advance on the plastic slide puzzles you had when you were little kids, the only difference being that the blocks are not just square, they are all different shapes and sizes and very difficult to move about in the right order. One thing that irritated me was the beeping, buzzing and chirping — it got on my nerves and wasn’t conducive to thinking; and it slowed the game up considerably. Apart from that I found the game enjoyable, which is most unusual for me. I don’t know whether it is more difficult than Rubik’s Cube, but with only one face instead of six I think it must be easier, although the time limit can become quite drastic.’
‘How, you may ask, can you have a level of difficulty with a program like this? It’s all rather cunning, should you be foolish enough to select the hardest level, five, you are allowed very little time to decide on your move, if you take too long then the computer will force a move on you, but it will be a bad one. At the highest level your time expires after about 8 seconds, level 2, the lowest, allows you plenty of time. Since this puzzle is hard to solve at any speed (until you’ve done it once of course) I can’t quite see the point of a time limit at all. Still, it proves to be quite a brain-teaser and therefore worth it if you like this sort of thing.’
COMMENTS
Control keys: cursors and zero to 9 (the red block number 10 is actually zero)
Joystick: cursor type
Keyboard play: simple enough and responsive
Use of colour: very simple
Graphics: very simple
Sound: loads of entry beeps, etc
Skill levels: 5
General Rating: A tough puzzle.
| Use of Computer | N/A |
| Graphics | N/A |
| Playability | 68% |
| Getting Started | 69% |
| Addictive Qualities | 85% |
| Value for Money | 79% |
| Overall | 79% |
TOY BIZARRE
Producer: Activision Inc
Author: James Software Ltd
Price: £7.99
Included in the useful inlay of Toy Bizarre is this playing tip from the author himself:
‘Listen, it’s important to remember that you can control Merton while he’s in the air. Also, the screen wraps around, that is, move off the left side and you’ll appear on the right.’ Activision obviously aren’t giving anything away except a lecture on what wrap around means!
In this game you are cast as Merton the toy factory maintenance man who is unfortunate to be on the night shift when the factory goes berserk. Your task is to restore order, or die in the attempt, at the very least you will realise what it is to be understaffed.
Essentially Toy Bizarre is a straight forward platform game with four levels. On each of three of the levels there are two valves which periodically pump out a squidgy purple object, later identified as a balloon. If Merton can be encouraged to burst the balloons he will score points, however, should any of the balloons escape they will release a toy, a flying pink submarine, to be exact. Contact with the toys is unhealthy so the more balloons you can destroy the easier your progress will be. Bonus points will be awarded if you turn the valves off thus stemming the flow of balloons, not too much to ask is it? All you have to do is walk past them and off they go. Well life never is that simple and in this case the complication is in the form of an animated bodice called Hefty Hilda.
Hilda spends most of her time chasing you round the screen trying to do you in, as well as turning all of the valves back on. If you are to succeed then you will have to survive to the end of your shift.
Should you survive the first screen you will be presented with another, but it will be harder than the last because the platforms will be arranged so as to make jumping from one to the other that little bit more difficult and of course there will be more balloons. There are a few nice touches to the game which should help to keep you interested. As the toys move to the factory floor, to become balloons again, they will try their best to kill you, your only defence is to hope that one of the toys will land on one of the paired pistons located on each of the platforms, when it does you will be able to stun it simply by jumping up and down on the other piston, I admit it’s not a great deal to look forward too but you could give Hilda a nasty shock.
CRITICISM
‘After playing Toy Bizarre I had to check if the name Activision on the cassette was the real one. I found this game rather unaddictive with jerky graphics and the central character was difficult to handle. He got killed many times, the pause after damage was unbearably long winded with him jumping off the screen. Unfortunately the game left me with that ‘Pedro’ and ‘Cosmic Cruiser’ feel. I hope Activision haven’t lost their way as this is certainly not the way forward. I did not actually enjoy Toy Bizarre, but I’m sure there will be those whose opinions differ. Pretty average-ish.’
‘This is one of those games you play without thinking as it needs no skill nor brains to play, just jump on the balloons and collect tea cups and extra lives. Its graphics and sound aren’t that bad, but they’re nothing to write home about. I like the way your man once hit by a toy or squashed by Hilda, walks off looking very flat.’
‘Toy Bizarre is an unusual mixture of platform game and catching game. What is unusual is that objects (balloons) that you have to collect are mobile and after a while turn into a destructive toy. The game idea is very, very simple and even a youngster could pick it up quite quickly, which could be a good selling point. I find this game very playable and it does get progressively fast moving, as the hours tick on. I like some of the features such as ‘Tea Time’ when you are allowed to get points for every object, including toys, you catch, and also the way you get an extra life — you have to grab it when it appears somewhere on the screen. Graphics are neat, smooth and well detailed. Overall I think the younger games player will love this game although as an older one I found this game fun to play as well.’
COMMENTS
Control keys: O/P left/right, Z to jump
Joystick: Sinclair 2, Kempston, Cursor type
Keyboard play: very responsive
Use of colour: above average
Graphics: some disagreement, but they seem smooth enough
Sound: good, with a nice tune
Skill levels: 1 with rapid progressive difficulty
Lives: 5
Screens: unknown, but several
General Rating: Again, mixed feelings, ranging from average to good, but at £8, very expensive.
| Use of Computer | 70% |
| Graphics | 72% |
| Playability | 64% |
| Getting Started | 73% |
| Addictive Qualities | 62% |
| Value for Money | 48% |
| Overall | 65% |
VIDEO POOL
Producer: Oxford Computer Publishing
Author: James Hutchby
Price: £5.95
Here is yet another pool simulation program complete with the features that we have come to expect. In essence all that’s required to win is to pot the five numbered balls on the table without losing any lives.
To make a shot one simply steers a cursor around the cushion and when it is in line with the cue ball and in the direction necessary for the shot the player then holds down the space key until the required level of power (shown on a bar indicator) is reached. Releasing the space key makes the shot. Scoring for pool can be pretty complicated. Here the points are calculated as a multiple of the frame number, the ball number, the pocket value all multiplied by ten. The shot must be potted before the end of the shot count, if you fail to pot a ball after 5 shots then you will lose three of your lives. You will also lose a life if you pot the cue ball or miss a ball altogether. Higher skill levels are achieved by reducing the time allowed to make a shot, using smaller pockets and reducing the number of attempts available to make a shot.
The menu allows selection of a two-player game. In this mode each player has a unique set of balls. A special mode allows the selection of two versions of the standard game, the first of which requires that the balls are potted in numeric order. The second and hardest of the variations is the game in which the player has to pot the balls into the pockets bearing the same numbers.
The package has a mode referred to as ‘Table editor’ which allows you to set up a table with the balls in any position so you can practice those hard-to-get shots.
CRITICISM
‘Video Pool gets off to an excellent start with an extremely classy title sequence — we are talking smooth with a capital S. The game itself is a typical enough pool game. It has several variations and an editor for setting up trick shots. Hands up all of you who can pot the lot in one shot! The graphics are smooth but not very colourful — attribute problems would have occurred if they were, so perhaps they’re best left. Video Pool is as good as most other pool programs on the market.’
‘The graphics are certainly very impressive, although pool should look a bit brighter, but the balls are large and move very smoothly indeed. I liked the difficulty level selections like choosing between the size of pockets on the table. Shot selection and taking is simply done and reasonably fast to accomplish. There are quite a few billiard snooker pool programs available now, and this is certainly among the best.’
COMMENTS
Control keys: user definable, preset M/SS left/right Space to shoot
Joystick: Sinclair 2, Kempston, Cursor type
Keyboard play: good response, movement of cursor initially confusing
Use of colour: sensible rather than exciting
Graphics: excellent action, very smooth indeed
Sound: very little sound
Skill levels: 3
Lives: 5 per frame
Screens: single screen action
General Rating: A enjoyable game but apart from the smooth graphics this is a fairly standard version.
| Use of Computer | 77% |
| Graphics | 69% |
| Playability | 68% |
| Getting Started | 72% |
| Addictive Qualities | 69% |
| Value for Money | 63% |
| Overall | 69% |
WRIGGLER Producer: Romantic Robot Memory required: 48K Retail Price: £5.95 Language: machine code | |
Wriggler is a maze game, or it could be an arcade game — well it might even qualify as an adventure of sorts. The simple truth is that Wriggler is all of these, and in some respects resembles Antics, the insectoidal game by Bug-Byte. The opening screen shows four maggots at the start of a race, and you are one of them — you know it’s a race because of the ant with the starting pistol, but you are not racing against the other maggots as they disappear soon after the race starts to become your extra lives.
The game seems simple enough to play, all that’s required is for you to guide your maggot down pathways until you find your way out of the maze and into the next, and the next, and the next.... In fact there are four main mazes, the first one being the Garden, followed by the Scrublands, the Underground (or Hell if life is rotten to you as well), and finally the Mansion with the lift shaft that should take you to the planet surface. There are a few other areas but if you find yourself in any of these then you goofed and life can only get worse.
If this all sounds pretty straightforward, the fine print begins to make being a maggot sound less attractive. The first problem you will have to cope with is your diet; as maggot winds his way around the maze he uses up energy. This can be replenished by consuming many of the snacks left around. The menu includes such gourmet delights as milk shakes, bowls of cherries and cups of tea; should you be fairly well stocked with energy (a fact which is indicated by a bar code at the top of the screen) you can always pick up a snack and eat it later.
As well as food there are a few other objects that you will need in order to penetrate the mazes and these include tins of ant spray, keys, extra lives and a parachute. All these are essential for dealing with one situation or another, but you are only allowed to carry one object at a time, so you can imagine your despair as you fall the 1000 feet to the Underworld when you remember that you swapped your parachute for a bag of money.
Finding your way out of the mazes is one thing, getting past all the nasties in there is another. Your first encounter will be with the black or blue ants — fairly timid creatures these, if you stay out of their way they won’t harm you, collide with them and you lose energy which may be fatal. The white ants are a lot more unpleasant as they will chase you and any encounter nearly always ends badly for you. The only way of getting past them successfully is to use the ant spray. Other creatures generally have the same effect as the coloured ants, all except for the spider, a wonderfully animated creature but very deadly. Death itself is followed by a quickie funeral conducted on the spot. Should you have any lives left, resumption is from the same spot.
Wriggler takes place across 256 playing screens as you fight for survival in the Maggot Marathon to end them all, with the final object being to reach the planet surface. Points are awarded for picking up objects and eating food. When your energy level reaches a critical point on the bar at the top, the computer emits anxious beeps to remind you.
CRITICISM
‘This is Romantic Robot’s first excursion into the games world, and if all their games are up to this standard they could soon be amongst the top software houses. Wriggler is a totally original game, I certainly can’t think of another where you control a maggot anyway! The graphics are good and the animation of some of the creatures is excellent, have a look at the spider. Sound and colour are both used well. Wriggler is a fun game to play and offers hours of enjoyment to all, in fact of the games I’ve seen recently, this is one of the most enjoyable I’ve played. Overall, a very good game worth buying.’
‘Wriggler is an original game which has some very neat graphics and it is very different from anything I have seen before, except perhaps Antics which it slightly resembles at first. To be able to combine arcade features so well with adventure aspects and throw in a dash of strategy is an exceptional idea and although it has been done before, it seems to work especially well with this game. Colour has been put to good use throughout and does add that lively element that so many games miss out these days. Animation is very good too and I especially like the way the huge spider creeps forward ready to pounce, and the way ‘you’ wriggle about this huge nightmare of a maze (well aren’t all mazes nightmares)? I think this game presents quite a task and whether it will keep your interest really depends on what the other mazes have to offer — it’s difficult enough that I have yet to escape from the Garden. Sound isn’t too bad either, with some nice tunes. STOP PRESS — I’m in Hell now!!’
‘I must confess that my first impression of Wriggler was not a good one, I thought it was going to be rather dull. I was very wrong. The feature that attracted me the most, apart from the graphics and animation, was how the different elements, maze, arcade and adventure, combined to make this an absorbing game. The graphics, animation and choice of colour are superb, helping to make the display clear and uncluttered. At first I thought the movement was rather slow but when the action starts it’s best to have your wellies warmed and ready, your thinking cap on and your ant spray armed. Wriggler is very hard to win but the graphics alone make the challenge worth surmounting. I never thought I would enjoy spending so much time as a maggot.’
COMMENTS
Control keys: Q/W or O/P left/right, K/M or Q/A up/down, L,M,T or zero to pick up drop, alternatively QWERT or the cursors
Joystick: Sinclair 2, Kempston, cursor type, Micro Power add-on
Keyboard play: responsive
Use of colour: excellent
Graphics: lively, well drawn, superbly animated and smooth
Sound: good tunes, reasonable spot effects
Skill levels: 1
Lives: 4 with possibility of finding extra ones
Screens: over 250
General rating: a different, lively and absorbing maze game which everyone found more addictive than they first thought.
| Use of computer | 88% |
| Graphics | 90% |
| Playability | 91% |
| Getting started | 75% |
| Addictive qualities | 86% |
| Value for money | 89% |
| Overall | 90% |