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Understanding Techniques and Technology

Titling
Tips for
Tapesters

Last month we discussed the tech-
nological side of new machines that
offer “video dub” or “video insert” edit-
ing. New VCRs like the JVC HR-7650,
HR-2650, Hitachi VT-6800, and most
new Matsushita portables from com-
panies like Canon, Nikon, Panasonic,
and others all offer a variation of video
dub. This month we'll discuss how to put
the feature to work in your own produc-
tions.

As we explained last time, the big-
gest advantage of video insert is in
adding titles to completed tapes. You
can place titles at the beginning of a
tape, at the end, or between segments.
One problem you may have in adding
anytitle, however, is finding a stretch of
tape you can afford to erase and re-
place with the new segment. Leave
several feet of blank tape (30 seconds
or so) at the beginning of a cassette
before you start recording. That extra
length provides a cushion that you can
fall back on if the tape leader becomes
damaged. Plus, you can use the extra
space to add a title.

Putting a title between other seg-
ments is more difficult since you must
record over a small part of the original
tape. Unless you're the Steven Spiel-
berg of the video set, chances are your
tapes aren’t edited so tightly that you
won't find some duller segment you can
replace with a titled insert. Of course, if
you tape ahead with the idea of adding
titles later, all you need do is leave
some space at the appropriate point.
Capping the lens of your camera and
recording some video “black” is a good
way to remind yourself where you want
to add the title later.

Now for the titles themselves: Let's
start with the most elementary tech-
niques. You've probably already ex-
perimented with shooting pieces of
cardboard on which you have written a
title in crayon or felt marker. Put your
camera on a tripod, aim it at the card,
adjust the zoom, focus, and shoot. Try
to keep the horizontal and vertical
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ODYSSEY

OR.

The ‘Type & Talk’
cartridge for the
Magnavox Odyssey 2
system can be used
as a low-cost
character generator.

dimensions of the cardboard in the
same four by three “aspect ratio” of
yourTV set. Thistechnique is fast, easy,
and cheap; unfortunately, it looks just
that way too.

A better method is to use pressure-
sensitive adhesive letters like Letraset
and Prestype. They come in a variety of
styles and sizes and are available in
most stationery stores. The extra time
and patience required to prepare the
titles will pay off in a more professional
look.

While good titles can be obtained just
by using a tripod and carefully aiming
your camera at the title card, pasted or
clipped to a well-lighted wall, some
companies like Sony make optional
accessories designed to make even
this simple chore easier. Sony's HVT-
2100 Titler clips in front of the camera
lens and provides a ready-made frame

by Roderick Woodcock
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¢ A cartridge for
Bally's Astrocade
system can create
more sophisticated
colored lettering as
well as other kinds
of graphics.

into which you can slip title cards.

With a little ingenuity, you can create
titles out of children’s alphabet building
blocks or Scrabble tiles. If your VCR fea-
tures a clean-cut editing feature, you
could even animate some of the titles
you create. Put your camera on a tripod,
lock it into position focused and aimed
at the title “set,” and shoot—adding
one letter at a time while the VCR is in
the pause mode and recording a few
seconds of each letter after it is added
to the display. The |etters will appear to
pop on the screen one by one, with only
a slight amount of picture breakup, de-
pending on how well your VCR's edit
feature works.

You can resort to electronic titles as
well. If you own one of the latest crop of
Matsushita-made cameras like the
Quasar VK-743, Zenith VC-1800, or
equivalent you can generate titles right



in your camera using the built-in “char-
acter generator.” This display (all capi-
tal letters) lets you create titles with five
lines of information, 12 characters
wide.

And if that's not enough, there are
even video games on the market that
can be used as low-cost character
generators. The Magnavox Odyssey 2,
for example, can take a “Type &
Talk™ cartridge and “Voice” mod-
ule that let you paint white capital let-
ters on a blue background in a title ma-
trix 12 letters wide by 6 high. It's easy to
record the RF output of the game con-
sole just by running it into the VHF input
of your VCR, with the tuner set to Chan-
nel 3 or 4.

It's a good idea to use graph paper to
plot out exactly where you want to place
the words as they appear on the screen.
“Type & Talk” also has a voice-synthe-
sis feature that lets the game speak
(in a garbled computer “voice”) the
words you spell out. Unfortunately the
audio from the game comes out of the
game's speaker rather than through the
TV, so you can't record it on tape.

Other video games have titling poten-
tial as well. Bally's Astrocade comes
with a built-in “scribbling” program that
lets you create a variety of multicol-
ored images on your TV screen. With a
little practice it's not difficultto create a
variety of short titles that can also be
recorded on videotape. A more elabo-
rate Astrocade cartridge, “Creative
Crayon,” goes one better. It gives you
two sets of letter “fonts” (upper and
lower case) and an electronic “light
pen” to let you draw electronic graphics
of all shapes, sizes, and colors (as
many as 256!) right on your TV screen,
transferring them to videotape (or au-
dio-cassette tape if you want to save
them using the game itself) for later
inclusion into your award-winning pro-
duction.

If you own any video game, you might
want to take a closer look at it to discov-
er if it has some “hidden” feature you
can exploit for postproduction. For ex-
ample, one of the nice touches on pro-
fessionally made tapesis “silent black”
at the end of a program. Instead of a TV
screen filled with the usual video noise
and snow, you see a completely black
screen. With the ColecoVision system
it's easy to create a good video-black
equivalent. A few seconds after a game
is played, the console automatically
kills the color display and generates a
totally black image. You can record that
non-picture and use it to fill in the tail
end of your own tapes, or to generate a
clean leader at the start of others.

So there. Whether you combine these
hints and tips with insert editing on
newer VCRs or use them as you shoot, a
few simple titling tricks will make your
tapes look much more professional in
the end. And in the beginning, too. {3




The Human Interface

Graphics —
What to Expect
and Why

If computers use video screens, why
can't they make TV-like images for
those screens? Well, they can—but the
images are not as “TV-like” as one
might hope.

Consider what goes into a TV picture.
Of the 525 lines broadcast in each TV
frame, about 350 are visible on-screen.
Each line is made up of up to 350 dot-
like elements (confusingly also called
“lines” in “video resolution” figures).
Each element can vary in brightness
over a range of up to 10 steps for each
of the three colors in a color picture.
What you have on your TV screen, then,
is theoretically as many as 3.7 million
bits of information (350 lines times
350 elements times 10 shades times 3
colors). A typical home computer will
have enough memory to hold between
48K and 64K bytes of information, or
393 to 524 thousand bits (one “K” is
not 1000 but 1024—two to the tenth
power).

In other words, there’s nearly seven
times as much information on a TV
screen as you'll find in a home comput-
er's memory. Pictures made on a home
computer have to be less than TV quali-
ty. Corners must be cut.

One way to cut them is to reduce the
number of picture elements or “pixels.”
Instead of TV's 122,500 pixels (350
lines of 350 elements), we'll settle fora
smaller number. For example, the Atari
can reproduce 320 by 192 pixels; the
Apple Il can handle 280 by 192; Radio
Shack’s Color Computer and Texas In-
strument’s 99/4A have 256 by 192; the
Commodore VIC-20 has 320 by 200;
and the IBM PC can handle 640 by 200
with its color board, and 750 by 350
with black-and-white display. Older de-
signs and those intended primarily for
business use have still fewer picture
elements. The Radio Shack Model Il
normally has resolution of 128 by 48
pixels, though adapters can be added
to raise that figure (to 640 by 240, in
the case of Radio Shack's own adapter;

Ivan Berger is technical editor of Audio Magazine.
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Simple patterns
and primary colors
dominate home-
computer graphics,
as In ‘Sea
Dragon’ (right).
Home computers
haven't the
memory capacity
to create the
more subtle
colors and
shadings that go
into professional
animation, like
the sample below
from the Disney
film ‘Tron.’

those made by others are similar).
The figures for the color computers
tend to be misleadingly high. Since the
amount of information they can hold for
display is limited, most computers give
you a choice of ways to use it: you can
use all that information space to hold
the maximum number of pixels, or you
can use fewer pixels and put color and
shading information in the remaining
space. The TRS-80 Color Computer, for
example, can be programmed for 256
by 192 pixels intwo colors, 128 by 96 in
four colors, or 64 by 48 in eight colors.
Those limits are why computer
graphics tend to be boxy and their col-
ors tend to be flashy primaries more
than subtle pastels. But even such

graphics are enough to keep home-
computer users entranced—at |least till
something better comes along. With to-
day's graphics, you can make maps,
pictures, abstract patterns, business
charts and graphs, and play lovely
games—in short, any application where
the image can be simple or abstract.

There is a way to get true TV-quality
graphics (or better) from computers, as
in animation in the movie Tron. But they
involve two other tradeoffs: cost and
time.

The animation in Tron required far
more computer power than any home
computer offers. The Perkin-Elmer
3240 computer used had two mega-
bytes (that's two million bytes) of built-



in memory and two 80-megabyte disk
drives. It also had a faster, more power-
ful processor. That's too much comput-
er power for a home computerist to
even envy. This computer and the cus-
tom programming involved cost big,
big money.

The 3240 enabled Disney to get pic-
tures with a definition of two million
pixels—the equivalent of a TV screen
with 1800 lines and more than 1100
elements per line. But even that wasn't
enough to get the pictures on screen in
“real time"—that is, at the 24 frames
per second required for filming. In-
stead, each frame—76,320 of them for
the film's 53 minutes of animation—
had to be created and photographed
individually.

The graphics resolution of home
computers is likely to increase over the
next few years as larger memory chips
and more powerful and faster proces-
sors become less expensive. But the
pictures you can create on your screen
will rise only to the level of the best
arcade video games, not to the level of
live TV pictures, at least in the near
future.

That doesn’t mean you won't be able
to get computer games and other pro-
grams with TV-quality information. The
trick will be to create all required im-
ages on a big computer, store them on
avideodisc, and interface a player with
random-access capabilities to your
home computer. Such players and in-
terfaces are already made for institu-
tional audiovisual uses and Pioneer has
introduced a prototype of a home model
in Japan. Once we get such players,
there will probably be a further lag while
software makers learn how to exploit
them.

There's also some prospect of
videodisc recorders (not just players) a
few years down the pike. These would
open the way to creating TV-quality
graphics on a home computer (not the
one you have now, but one of the more
powerful units to come) at whatever
speed your computer can handle—and
storing them on disc, frame by frame,
as they're created.

Even with this setup, a do-it-yourself
Tron would be no picnic. Assuming your
computer could create a frame every
hour, and that you used it for nothing
else till your movie was done, it could
create at most one second’s worth of
“footage"” every 24-hour day, a minute’s
worth every 60 days, or a bit over 6
minutes’ worth per year.

In the near term, however, you might
see Tron-type effects used to bring full
animation back to movie and TV
screens. The old Warner and Disney
'toons had a visual invéntiveness, a
free play of visual fantasy that the new-
er limited-animation Flintstones and
Jetsons and such lack. Shucks, | might
even start waking up early on Saturdays
for a return of that.




Zapping
for Truth
and Justice

The residents of “Arcade Alley” love
those oh-so-charming “cute” games,
with their eye-popping graphics, as
much as anybody. But sometimes it's
fun to put the more delicate contests
aside, roll up your sleeves, hook up that
gourmet joystick with the top-mounted
action button, and wreak devastation
among the evildoers.

There’s something intensely satis-
fying about scouring the universe clean
of malevolent monsters, aliens, and
nasties. These shoot-'em-ups are a
socially acceptable way to exorcise the
violent impulses buried deep (maybe
not so deep) within us all. Zapping ev-
erything that moves is, after all, OK
when done in the name of justice.

This month we'll examine several car-
tridges for the Atari 2600 video-game
system and a couple of contests for the
Atari 400/800/1200XL computers.
They have one element in common:
they provide relentless action from the
opening shot to the moment when the
last defender gives up the ghosts.
Some, like “Baja Buggies,” also boast
state-of-the-art audiovisuals, but the
play-mechanic is the main attraction.
Let's start with a few cartridges de-
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Innovative audiovisuals and
play-action make ‘Astro Chase’
a distinguished shootout,

‘8 Somehow, 16K of memory manages
‘o contain the ribboned road

8 and scrolling mountains and

clouds of ‘Baja Buggies.’

signed for Atari 2600 (VCS) and the
Sears Tele-Arcade.

Vanguard (Atari/Atari 2600) is a
scrolling shootout and a marvelous
home-arcade translation of a machine
that sucked up quarters like a vacuum
cleaner for Centuri in commercial fun
palaces during 1981 and '82. Atari
hasn’t always done a good job on
licensed titles, but this one is entirely
worthy of the play-for-pay device that
inspired it. The anonymous Atari de-
signer made elegant simplifications
inthe graphics to create a cartridge that
conjures memories of the more com-
plex arcade version. This /ooks like
“Vanguard,” something that can't al-
ways be said of coin-op translations for
this popular system.

Even more important, it has the same
breathtaking action that longtime fans
of “Vanguard” affectionately recall. The
arcader wields the joystick to steer a
heavily armed craft through a succes-
sion of scenarios which culminate in a
showdown with the alien mastermind
Gond. On the way, your ship must use a
combination of firepower and deft
helmsmanship to get through the
Mountain, Rainbow, Stick, Striped, and

Bleak zones in one piece. The front can-
non of the good ship Vanguard fires
automatically. Quadradirectional firing
is also possible by flicking the joystick
in the desired direction. And if you
swoop down on the energy pods in the
Mountain zone, the ship will briefly be-
come energized and can destroy ene-
mies by ramming them.

This is the first cartridge with a
“continued play” option. After the gam-
er loses the final incarnation of the
ship, a message appears on the
screen asking whether the arcader
wishes a re-start or would prefer to be-
gin again with fresh supplies from the
point at which the round ended.

Then there's Robot Commando Raid
(U.S. Games/Atari 2600). All is quiet as
day breaks over the war-torn village, but
it isn't long before the sound of
approaching helicopters fills the air.
Soon, enemy whirlybirds begin crossing
the screen, dropping android soldiers
by parachute. The arcader commands
an anti-aircraft battery located at the
center bottom of the screen. Using the
joystick to aim the barrel and the action
button to fire, the player must attempt
to shoot down the helicopters, robot
troops, and occasional heavy bomber
as waves of attackers assault the town.

When a robot warrior lands, he will
usually destroy a portion of one of the
buildings in the little town. If a para-
trooper comes to earth on top of a com-
pletely ruined structure or on open ter-
rain, he will begin excavating a tunnel
to undermine the gun. Sooner or later,
the robot army will successfully burrow
its way beneath your mighty weapon
and put it out of commission. The trick
is to see how long you can battle
against overwhelming odds. Once
things really get rolling, the pace of the
battle is just incredible—ample proof
that even electronic war can be hell.

Ram It (Telesys/Atari 2600) comes
from a publisher best known until now
for games that add the spice of humor
to the action, like “Cosmic Creeps” and
“Communist Mutants.” Graphics are
attractive and serviceable, but “humor-
ous” is hardly the right word.

Players use the stick to move the
duodirectional shooter vertically along
a line that bisects the playfield. Both
edges of the display are lined with small
blocks, each a different color, stacked
one above the next with a small space



separating each bar from the ones im-
mediately above and below it.

Every bar starts growing toward the
center of the playfield at the start of the
game. The only way to chop a bar down
to size is by blasting it using the shoot-
er. If the gamer whittles a bar down
section by section until it vanishes, that
bar is then inoperative. On the other
hand, if two parallel bars meet in the
middle, the shooter can no longer move
past the point of intersection. In some
variations it is possible to blast an en-
tire block out of existence with one
shot, butthis doesn't make “Ram It” any
more sedate.

The longer the game continues, the
faster the colored bars grow. Once
“Ram It" works up a good head of
steam, there are few one-player games
that provide such continuous excite-
ment.

Baja Buggies (Gamestar/Atari com-
puter systems/16K/disk) was born at
Arcade Plus, the company that made
such a splash in the computer gaming
world with the maze chase “Ghost Hunt-
er.” When Arcade Plus suddenly folded
last year, the cream of that company’s
designers formed a new software
house. Under the Gamestar aegis,
“Night Rally"—a proposed Arcade Plus
racing entry sort of like “Night Driver”
(Atari/Atari VCS) with hi-res graphics—
was entirely reconfigured.

The result is “Baja Buggies,” the best
auto-race computer game available for
any existing system. Night has become
day in this version, and the turbo-style
racers are balloon-tired dune buggies
screaming down a winding desert drag-
strip. The contest is concerned primari-
ly with position: A radar screen is dis-
played in the lower right of the playfield
with one dot to indicate the player's
position and a second to mark the cur-
rent leader. As cars are passed, the
gamer's car improves position.

Play is controlled not with paddie
controllers, but with the joystick. The
buggie will always drift if left to its own
devices, so the player must monitor the
left and right sway of the auto. “Baja
Buggies” is a treat to watch with its
clean wide-open graphics, but also a
revelation to play, simulating driving
(especially racing) better than some far
more sophisticated controls can. Audio
is a steady rumbling undertone. The
scrolling mountains and clouds as well
as the ribbon-like highway itself are re-
markable, especially given that this
wonder was squeezed into the mini-
mum 16K to allow play on all Atari com-
puters.

The only quibble is that when the
player finally whips A.J. Cactus and
company fair and square, he gets no
audiovisual reward. Beating these cus-
tomers is no easy task, and when the
computer trumpets don't sound—well,
you may feel a bit unappreciated. You
will be able to engrave your nom de




game, and score can be recorded on the
disk’s vanity board which appears at the
end of each contest.

Astro Chase (First Star Software/Atari
computer systems/32K/disk) is from
Fernando Herrera, who gained a small
cuit following with “Space Chase,” his
innovative early classic for the Atari
computers. His big step forward,
however, came with the program he
designed for his learning-impaired son,
“My First Alphabet.” It won the first Atari
Star Award from the company’s Program
Computer Exchange.

Copping that prize established Her-
rera as a major creative force in the
Atari computer-software field. Then he
joined forces with Pona Star, a small
film company previously recognized pri-
marily for The Night the Lights Went Out
in Georgia, and they established the
first video-game/moviemaking cross-
over firm. The company, dubbed First
Star after its prized designer, will make
films that involve video games, which
will then be released as games—sort of
like Tron gone all the way. The initial
offering from this ambitious company is
Herrera's revolutionary ‘“Astro
Chase,” a state-of-the-art space shoot-
out with enough challenge and audiovi-
sual frills to occupy the skill and im-
agination of any gamer.

The game opens with the first of
seven interludes. From the end of a
futuristic city block a space ace comes
strutting from the house closest to us.
Parked in front is an armed flying sau-
cer. The space soldier moves under-
neath his craft, throws his home planet
Earth a salute, and is beamed aboard.

The scene then shifts to the ship in
space. The Earth is the largest object on
screen and the focal point of the game.
The pilot must protect his planet from
the squadrons of invading aliens that
pollute this sector of space. Full 360-
degree scrolling allows the defender to
venture out after the enemy in any
direction. In fact, using an innovation
First Star has dubbed “single thrust
propulsion,” the ship can move in one
direction, lock on course, and then fire
in any direction desired—even back-
wards.

Don’t stray too far from Earth,
however; the alien ships are not nearly
as deadly as the floating space mines
they loose in the direction of our home
planet. Should a mine hit terra firma,
the entire planet explodes in a burst of
color and motion heretofore unmatched
on any home game. Save the Earth,
however, and you will starin those alter-
nate intermissions mentioned earlier.
In one a limo appears, the pilot boards,
and he is taken off-screen in a parade
 complete with both the Army and Navy.

Played to the tune of “The 1812 Over-
ture,” “Astro Chase” is indeed a blast—
a revolutionary game with graphic
achievements of stunning virtuosity.



Which Home Computer
Is Best for You

Before choosing,
know each model’s
strengths and

weaknhesses

by Mark Andrews

During the early years of the person-
al computer era—from 1977 to 1979 or
so—it was easy to go shopping for a
home computer. There were Apples
and Apples, and that was about it.
Then other companies began introduc-
ing home computers, and deciding be-
tween makes and models started get-
ting complicated. Shop for a home
computer today and you’ll find your-
selt comparing Apples and Ataris—to
say nothing of Commodores, TRS-80s,
and T1-99/4As. And more new compu-
ters than you can shake a light pen at
will be on the market before the end of
this year.

Apple, the company that invented
the personal computer, now has a new
model called the Apple Ile. Mattel,
maker of the Intellivision video-game
system, has unveiled a new home com-
puter called the Aquarius system. And
Atari, Mattel's biggest competitor in
video games, has a brand-new home
computer, the 1200XL.

New computers are available for
under $150 from Texas Instruments,
Timex, and Sanyo. New computers in
the $150-to-$500 range are being
offered by Panasonic, NEC, and Spec-
travideo. IBM reportedly will soon un-
veil a $600-t0-$750 computer for the
home. In the $1000-plus price bracket,
Epson now has a new home-and-office
computer that understands plain En-
glish. And other new high-end compu-
ters designed for both home and busi-
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ness use are offered by manufacturers
including Hewlett-Packard, Hitachi,
NEC, Sanyo, and Toshiba.

The record crop of new computers
brings good news and bad news. The
bad news is that it is harder to figure
out what kind to buy. The good news is
that once you decide what kind of com-
puter you want, you'll almost certainly
find one that meets your needs. If
you're not sure what your needs are,
start by asking yourself two questions:
(1) why do you want a home computer,
and (2) how much do you want to spend
on one?

1. Why Do You Want It?

The many uses of home computers
can be divided into three categories:
education, entertainment, and utilities.

Education. Computers have proven
useful in helping children study read-
ing, writing, arithmetic, and other sub-
jects. Computers also help adults study
such subjects as languages, music, art,
math, touch typing, and computer
programming. Almost any home com-
puter can be used for educational pur-
poses; but if education is one of your
main reasons for buying a computer,
you'll want a system for which a variety
of educational “software” (program-
ming) is available.

Educational programs for home
computers are available in three for-
mats: 5-1/4-inch disk, audio-type cas-
sette, and plug-in cartridge. Cassettes

are the medium most often chosen
by educational software suppliers. To
run programs recorded on cassette,
you'll need a computer system that
works with a cassette recorder. Some
computers can be interfaced with
ordinary cassette recorders; others re-
quire special cassette machines. A
teaching cassette usually has both an
audio track and a track for computer
data. On the data track is an interactive
program designed to show up—as text,
graphics, or both—on the screen. As
the program runs, the cassette’s audio
track provides aural instructions
through the TV speaker.

There are two main kinds of educa-
tion-oriented home computer: “learn-
ing computers,” and more versatile
full-size home computers. If you've
never used a computer and would like
to learn how one is programmed and
how it works, you can do that most eco-
nomically by picking out an under-
$150 computer such as the Timex/Sin-
clair TS-1000, the new Timex/Sinclair
TS-2000, the new Texas Instruments
TI-99/2, or the new Sanyo PHC-20. For
more demanding educational needs,
try a larger computer system with a
large library of educational software.

Computers that meet that descrip-
tion right now include the Apple II and
the new Apple Ile; Atari 400, 800, and
1200XL; Commodore VIC-20; Radio
Shack TRS-80 Color Computer; and
Texas Instruments 99/4A. Most manu-



facturers of new home computers have
promised that big selections of educa-
tional software for their machines will
be available soon. A few like Mattel and
Spectravideo have already started to
make good on that claim.

Entertainment. An entertainment-
oriented computer can be used to play
computer games. These units come in
two types: arcade-style action games,
and fantasy and adventure games.
Adventure games are usually sold on
5-1/4-inch disks, so to play them you
would need a computer system that
works with a disk drive. Some arcade-
style games are also available on disk,
but others are sold on cassette. More
and more action games are coming as
plug-in cartridges. A game-oriented
computer system should therefore in-
clude a disk drive and a cassette data
recorder—along with a color TV set or
color monitor, since a black-and-white
screen can hardly do justice to today’s
colorful computer games.

Extensive game libraries are avail-
able for computers made by Apple,
Atari, Commodore, IBM, Radio Shack,
and Texas Instruments. Smaller but
fast-growing game collections are also
available for some new computers in-
cluding those from Mattel, NEC, Pana-
sonic, and Spectravideo.

Utilities. Computers can be used for
far more than learning French and
playing “Pac-Man.” A well-equipped
home computer can do just about any-

thing that a typewriter, calculator, or
filing system can do—and usually bet-
ter. But for every computer job you
need a special program, and some tasks
also require special accessories.

When a computer is used as a type-
writer, it’s called a “word processor.”
To turn your computer into a word
processor, you will need a word-
processing program, a TV (or with
some systems, a special monitor), and a
line printer. When you use a word pro-
cessor, the letters you type into the
computer’s keyboard instantly appear
on the screen. You can correct mistakes
by moving a “cursor” spot around the
screen and typing right over errors.
You can easily erase or replace letters,
words, even whole paragraphs without
need for a correcting ribbon, bottle of
white-out, or typing eraser. And once
your writing job is done, you can save it
on a disk and then print it out, letter-
perfect, on a line printer.

A home computer can also be used
for figuring taxes, balancing check-
books, and filing recipes, addresses,
and telephone numbers. With a device
called a “telephone modem” you can
connect a computer to many different
electronic databanks. Then you can re-
ceive wire-service news, keep up with
stock-market reports, or play bridge
with a friend in Tennessee and a couple
of strangers in Nebraska.

Every home computer on the market
today has some utility programs in its

software catalog. But some computers
are better than others at handling se-
rious programs. High-quality compu-
ters designed primarily for utilitarian
purposes are made by many companies
including Apple, Epson, Hewlett-
Packard, Hitachi, IBM, NEC, Sanyo,
and Toshiba.

2. The Price You Pay

Now for the second question we
asked some time ago: how much should
you pay for a home computer? Gener-
ally speaking, “learning computers”
carry list prices of less than $150. Prices
of full-size home computers designed
for education, entertainment, and
some utilities run from about $150 to

just under $1000. And business-

oriented personal computers start at
around $1000. Accessories and soft-
ware usually cost extra and can push
the price of a complete computer sys-
tem up to more than 10 times the price
of a basic unit.

Your First Computer

Last October Timex introduced the
world’s first under-$100 computer: the
TS-1000, priced at a suggested $99.95.
Now both Texas Instruments and
Sanyo offer computers for less than
$100.

TT's no-frills TI-99/2 is small enough
to slip into a briefcase and can be used
with software stored on cassettes or

Mark Andrews ts a contributing editor of VIDEO.
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plug-in cartridges. The unit has mov-
ing keys, but they don’t have a typewri-
ter-like feel; they are flat on top and
therefore are not ideal for high-speed
programming or such jobs as word pro-
cessing. The T1-99/2, listing at $99.95,
has a 4.2K (4000-plus characters) of
RAM (random access memory). So the
TI-99/2 can store about 800 words of
text in memory or run computer pro-
grams about 800 words and numbers
long. That means that short pro-
grams—nothing fancy—can be written
and run on the TI-99/2. Texas Instru-
ments designed the TI1-99/2 to appeal
to computer novices, students, en-
gineers, and computer enthusiasts who
already own a full-size home computer
such as the TI-99/4A.

Sanyo’s bare-bones computer, the
$99 PHC-20, is similar to the T1-99/2.
The PHC-20 has 5K of memory, ex-
pandable to 16K with an optional plug-
in board. And programs written on the
PHC-20 can be stored on cassettes us-
ing a standard audio-cassette recorder.

Timex, which has achieved great suc-
cess with its $99.95 TS-1000 computer,
now has a newer and more powerful
model, the TS-2000. The TS-2000 is
not much bigger than its kid brother
but has moveable keys, up to 48K of
memory (the same capacity as an Atari
800), and color-display capabilities. Its
list price is $149 to $199, depending on
the amount of memory installed.

The Age of Aquarius

Mattel is aiming at the under-$200
buyer with its Aquarius System, a mid-
sized color unit that is designed to grow
with the user. The Aquarius has a smal-
lish (9-by-13-inch) keyboard with 49
moving keys. The unit’s many match-
ing accessories include a smaller print-
er, cassette data recorder, and game
and expansion module equipped with a
pair of Intellivision-style game control-
lers.

“A consumer can purchase the basic
Aquarius unit without buying any
other peripheral attachments,” an ex-
ecutive at Mattel explained. “As the
new computer owner becomes more
familiar with the basic Aquarius unit,
he or she can then decide to add other
peripherals to the system. We believe
that the Aquarius console and add-ons

continaed on page 100
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Manufacturer Model Price Memory Uses* Keyboard

Fast

Hewlett-
Packard

“Peanut”

Ut/En/Ed

4-48K UVEN/Ed

Spectra-
Video

Texas
Instruments TI-99/4A UVEn/Ed

Timex-
Sinclair

Notes
*Uses: Ut = Utility; En = Entertainment; Ed = Education.
**Price includes full system.
***Portable computer with full-size keyboard plus built-in cassette drive with mini-printer.

Software
Selection

Excellent

Growing

Excellent

Growing



should be available at retail for around
$500.”

The Aquarius appears to be an excel-
lent computer system for beginners. It
1s not a heavy-duty utility system,
however, and is not intended to be one.
Its keyboard is not ideal for touch typ-
ing, and its printer not adequate for
word processing or business-style
printing. But education and enter-
tainment are a different story. Mattel
introduced a comprehensive selection
of software for the system. And if Mat-
telis as enthusiastic about Aquarius as it
seems to be, an extensive library should
be available by the end of the year.

New color computers in the $150-to-
$1000 bracket are now being offered
by NEC, Panasonic, and Spectravideo.

NECs first home computer, the PC-
6001A, is a 16K unit (expandable to
32K) listing at $350. Accessories in-
clude a cassette data recorder, disk
drive, 80-column line printer, and
$200 touchpad that can be used to dis-
play drawings on a color TV screen.
The PC-6001A has typewriter-style
fingertip-shaped keys that can be com-
tortably used by touch typists for jobs
such as word processing. And NEC has
already started rolling out a large li-
brary of educational, utility, and enter-
tainment programs including many
games already popular among owners
of other computers. So the PC-6001A,
though new in this country, appears to
be shaping up as a versatile multi-
PUrpose computer.

Panasonic’s new |R-200 also carries a
list price of $350. It has 32K of RAM
and comes with the BASIC program-
ming language builtin. The JR-200 can
run and store programs recorded on
any cassette recorder, but can also be
used with a special $90 recorder that
will load and save data at four times the
speed of an audio-cassette machine.
The JR-200 is powertul, easy to oper-
ate, and fun to use. It has a full-size
typewriter keyboard with moving keys,
and color graphics can be entered from
the keyboard. But the JR-200's keys
have a flat-topped design that makes
touch typing difficult, so the unit would
probably not be ideal for jobs such as
high-speed data entry or word proces-



sing. Panasonic has promised a large
selection of programs for the JR-200 in
months ahead, and several major soft-
ware suppliers have already started
producing Panasonic-compatible util-
ity programs and games.

One unusual new computer is the
Spectravideo SV-318, which has a built-
in joystick mounted on the keyboard.
The SV-318 comes with 32K of RAM,
expandable to 144K. Extended Micro-
soft BASIC is builtin, and Spectravideo
says the computer is compatible with
the CP/M software library—the largest
collection of computer software avail-
able. Unfortunately, the Spectravideo
SV-318, like the Panasonic JR-200, has
flat-topped keys that a touch typist
would probably not appreciate. The
suggested retail price: $299.95. As this
article i1s being written, four utility
programs and 16 games for the SV-318
had been introduced and demon-
strated by Spectravideo. But by June,
the company says, 100 programs will be
available.

The New Atari

Atari’s newest (t()nIPuter, the
1200XL, has a suggested list price of
$899. It is a sleek and handsome 64K
machine with a built-in self-diagnostic
system, built-in European character
set, and 12 user-programmable func-
tion keys. The 1200XL is compauble
with all software and accessories de-
signed for Atari’s 400 and the 800. Its
expanded memory, along with its extra
function keys, also enable it to run
more complex programs than Atari’s
other two computers can.

The 1200XL, like the 800, has a full
{vpemitcr keyboard with comfortable
typewriter-style moving keys. But one
defect of the Atari 800 keyboard, an
inverse video key where the right-hand
shift key should be, has been eliminat-
ed on the 1200XL. And the keys used
to move the 1200XL’s screen cursor are
easier to operate than the cursor keys
on the Atari 800.

For some reason, though, some of
the 800’s useful features have been left
out in the design of the 1200XL. The
number of joystick ports has been re-
duced from four to two, for example,
and the number of cartridge slots has
also been halved—from two to one. In
addition the 1200XL is a sealed console
without the lift-off top and the plug-in
circuit boards that make the 800 so easy
to modify. When you buy a 1200XL,
what you see is what you get: 64K mem-
ory and 40-column screen display. And
that configuration appears difficult to
change without tearing the computer
apart and voiding its warranty. So if
you want an Atari that you can soup
up—by adding more memory or an 80-
column display, for instance—then get
an 800 while you can.

Utility-oriented computers in the

over-$1000 bracket have been intro-
duced over the past few months by
manufacturers including Apple,
Epson, Hewlett-Packard, Hitachi,
Sanyo, and Toshiba,

Epson has two new computers: the
bookcase-size HX-20, which retails for
asuggested $795, and the full-size QX-
10, which is specifically designed to be
used by computer novices. The QX-10
has a set of special keys with labels like
Print, Store, and even Help. The Help
key is designed to give the user full
instructions for any job he or she wants
to do—in plain English. “If you can use
a typewriter, you can use this compu-
ter,” says Epson Vice President Jack
Whalen. “It's the first computer for
which no training is necessary.” The
QX-10 comes in a package that in-
cludes a word processor, disk drive,
and 64K of RAM (expandable to
256K). A complete QX-10 system re-
tails for less than $3000—not a small
amount, but less than you'd have to pay
for most similarly equipped systems.
And enough software is available for
the QX-10 to fulfill virtually any home
or office need.

Them Apples

Apple’s newest computer, the Model
Ile (“e” for enhanced), is the latest edi-
tion of the Apple I1. “There have been
13 revisions to the Apple IT's basic de-
sign since it was introduced in 1977,”
Apple said in introducing the new unit,
“but none has been as extensive as the
Apple Ile.”

The Apple 1le has 64K of RAM, ex-
pandable to 128K, and a list price of
$1395. It has upper- and lower-case
characters available in several different
language fonts and is compatible with
the same vast library of software writ-
ten for the Apple I1. In addition, more
than 20 software packages written
especially for the Ile have been re-
leased by Apple and independent soft-
ware manufacturers. Much more Ile
software is certain to follow. The new
Apple 1Te, like its famous predecessor,
can handle justabout any microcompu-
ter task. Given the proper software and
accessories, educational, entertain-
ment, and utility programs can all be
run on the Apple Ile.

Shortly after Apple introduced its
new computer, the Wall Street Jowrnal
reported that another giant computer
manufacturer, IBM, would soon be un-
veiling a new home computer called the
Peanut. The Journal said that the
Peanut would make its debut within the
next six months or so at around $600 to
$750.

A spokeswoman for IBM, asked ab-
out the fournal report, replied: “That
was purely speculation by the Wall
Street Jowrnal. We never comment on
future introductions.”



The unusual triangular steering handle
of Zircon's Video Command stick
(above) may take getting used to;
Discwasher's Pointmaster (below)

Is handsome but sluggish.

ired of nursing your throbbing
thumb after several rounds of
Space Invaders? Is that old con-
troller of yours barely hanging
on with toothpicks and glue? Do you
ever find yourself wishing for a way to
double your scores overnight, and add
more life to your video game? If these
questions have been keeping you up on
lonely nights, we've got the answer for
you: you need a new joystick.
Comparing all the world’s home
video-game joysticks is tough. It’s even
worse than comparing apples and
oranges—it's more like apples to
oranges to pears to pistachios to wild
hickory nuts. Like people, they come in
all shapes, sizes, colors, and attitudes.
There's at least one for every taste and

All the joysticks and game controllers
we evaluated for this report are de-
signed to be used with the venerable
Atari VCS, officially known as the CX-
2600. Of course they're also compatible
with equivalent machines like Sears’

Video Arcade—as well as several other
computers and games that use the same
standard nine-pin jack for the joystick
port, like the Atari 400 and 800, Com-
modore VIC-20, and Ultimax comput-
€ers.

Coleco’s ColecoVision system uses
the same joystick jacks as Atari-type
consoles, but has some idiosyncrasies.
Some Coleco games like “Cosmic Aven-
ger” and “Mousetrap” require either
an extra {iring button or the ColecoVi-
sion keypad, neither of which is avail-
able on most Atari-compatible joy-
sticks. You can get around at least the
keypad problem by using a nine-pin
“Y” adapter to connect both the Col-
ecoVision controller and a standard

joystick. KY Enterprises, Questar,

Wico, and several other firms have Col-
eco-compatible controllers with extra
firing buttons in the works, and these
should be on dealers’ shelves later this
year.

Game controllers fall into two basic
types: joysticks and consoles. All the
others fall into a “special” category en-
compassing everything from trackballs
to keypads, along with accessories de-
signed to help improve the perform-
ance of the stick you already have, like
rapid-fire modules.

Joysticks from the Bottom Up

The first joystick made for the Atari
VCS was the one, the only, the original:
the CX-40, a plain, small, red and black

plastic stick that Atari provides with ev-
ery VCS. It's a decent joystick with a
tirm snappy teel that belies its extreme-
ly low cost—$10.95 a pair, by far the
lowest price of any joystick in our sur-
vey. The Atari joystick has a stiff
mechanism that responds quickly to a
minimum of movement, a feature to
which most diehard Atari gamers are
50 accustomed that even trying to get
them to use a new stick is like pulling
teeth from a hippo in heat. Still, if you
give the other controllers a chance, you
may find yourself scoring higher and
enjoying your games more than ever.

Atari also offers specialized control-
lers for use with specific games, like the
CX-21 Keypad (for “Star Raiders”), the
CX-30-04 Paddles (mainly for “Break-
out”), and the CX-20-01 Driving Con-
trollers (for “Indy 5007). Since these

accessory controllers can’t be used with
all cartridges, their use is somewhat
limited unless you spend a lot of time
playing these particular games.

Next up in price is Suncom’s Slik
Stick and Star Fighter, which sell for
$10.95 and $16.95. Both are about the
same size, sporting a short squat black-
plastic base about 3-1/2 inches square.
The Slik Stick features a two-inch
handle with a small red ball on top,
imitating the style it not the solid feel of
a classy arcade controller. Suncom’s
Star Fighter, touted as “the ultimate
joystick,” deletes the red ball and fat-
tens up the stick by about half an inch.
Their small size make these joysticks
good choices for younger children.
Their tight stiff action makes them
great for fast turns and quick moves,
though their tiny 3/8-inch firing button
makes rapid-fire shooting tougher for
large hands.

Sleek and Cheap

Spectravision’s Quick-Shot is a sleek
all-black joystick featuring a contoured
handgrip for comfortable firing and
positioning. The “Quick-Shot” is one of
the more unusual sticks we evaluated
since it features both a top- and a side-
mounted firing button which can be
used in tandem for super-rapid firing.
Four rubber feet on the bottom pro-
vide a firm base for using the stick on a
tabletop, though it’s a little bulky to
hand-hold comfortably. We found the
steering a little oversensitive, but liked
the joystick’s large five-inch handle,
which should be perfect for both teens

Marc and Robert Wielage are dedicated videophiles and
avid video-game players.
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and adults. At $13.95 we'd rate the
Quick-Shot a best buy.

For a dollar more you can get Zir-
con International’s Video Command
joysticks, originally developed for Fair-
child’s old “Channel F” game system
about five years ago. Model J-3201 fea-
tures a unique one-handed triangular
steering control that moves in all eight
directions for steering and pushes
down for firing. We found this feature
uncomfortable and unwieldly, requir-
ing more patience than either of us
could muster. Apparently the people at
Zircon agreed with our opinion (shared
by other gamers) and recently up-
graded their old joystick to the new

Wico’s Trackball: a good one for ‘Missile Command.’

by Marc & Robert Wielage

J-3022, which adds a small red trigger
button, at one side of the handgrip,
which you fire with your index finger.
This button changes the Zircon from
dud to dazzler, though its triangular
steering handle still makes it a little
tricky to get oriented. We'd rate the
Zircon tops for space-battle games, but
only so-so for maze games which re-
quire precise steering.

Moving up on the price ladder we
come to Discwasher’s Pointmaster, a
handsome red-and-black stick with a
long five-inch handle and top-
mounted firing button. We enjoyed the
Pointmaster’s light weight and attrac-
tive design, but felt it wasn't sensitive

enough and lacked a much-needed
firm, solid feel. We nearly broke it in a
series of fast turns in “Pac-Man” due to
its overall sluggishness, and it felt flim-
sy compared to other products in its
price range. One the other hand, the
Pointmaster is possnbly the most widely
available joystick in our survey, selling
for $16.95 at most large department
and record stores. Overall we’d rate it
fair for both durability and response.
Discwasher recently came out with an
upgraded model, the PointMaster Pro,
which adds automatic rapid-firing and
sells for $27.95.

Newport Controls Prostick 11 is next
on the list. This $24.95 joystick comes

The standard Wico: tops for durability and response.
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BC-Systems
59 W. Wyoming Ave.
Meimse Mass. 02176

Cynex Mfg. Corp.
28 Sager PI.
Hillside, N.Y. 60534

Datasoft
16606 Schoenborn St.
Sepulveda, Calif. 91343

D- Zyne Vrdeu Pmducts
64 Dayton Rd.
Waterford, Conn. 06385

Irata Repairs
2562 E. Glade
Mesa, Ariz. 85204

Laskey Video Dist.
20 Morning Dove
Irvine, Calif. 92714

Screensonics
Box 8892
St. Louis, Mo. 63102

Starplex Electronics
E. 23301 Mission

Wico Consumer Division
6400 W. Gross Pt. Rd.
Niles, lli. 60648
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CX-30-04 Paddles

for “Breakout”

BC-Blaster

5-button console;
Oilo2 G i

| Questarll

Lib erty Lake Wash 99019
| Slick Stick

Game Mate ||

wireless remote-control
joystick

LeStick

unique mercury-switch
handle

Supr-Stick

repair parts

joystick parts and
accessories for Atari

Injoy-A-Stick

add-on drop-in stick for
Intellivision

joystick console
w/rapid-fire

Quick Shot (#318-101)

left and top firing
buttons

15-9714 Joystick

ball handle

15-9708 Deluxe

arcade-style

unigue handle grip;
pushes down for firing

in an extremely strong plastic case that
would probably withstand even an
elephant’s tapdance. We found its con-
toured case comfortable, though our
index fingers grew a little weary with
the center-mounted firing button.
Newport also plans to offer an updated
model with two firing buttons for the
ColecoVision, along with other exciting
designs not finalized at presstime.
Games’ Apex Super Joy Stick (also
made by Newport Controllers) is one of
the larger sticks we evaluated. This
$29.95 unit sports a four-inch metal
stick with a comfortable black-ball
handlegrip, built into a sturdy metal
“mansized” case. This joystick had an
extremely precise steering range, mak-
ing it tops for maze games, though its
firing button takes a little getting used
to. Otherwise we found Games’ joystick
excellent overall—perfect for the older
gamer, less so for young children who
might have a tough time figuring out
how to hang on to the large base.
Also in the $30 range is Coin Con-
trols’ Competition Pro joystick, an un-
usually styled black and red model that
features twin left and right firing but-
tons— arelief for lefties the world over.
While we liked the smooth feel of the
Coin Controls joystick, its firing action
left a bit to be desired: We found it
difficult to hand-hold and fire at the
same time. We did find it more com-
fortable on a tabletop, using our index
fingers instead of thumbs for firing.

Wico Sets the Standard

In the upper strata we reach the ne
plus ultra of game controllers: Wico's
extensive line. Widely known for their
arcade products, Wico has formed a
consumer division for the burgeoning
home market and offers several sepa-
rate Command Control joysticks in the
$29.95 to $44.95 range. The original
model 15-9714 features a four-inch
stick with two firing buttons, one on top
and one on the base, which are select-
able using a small black switch.

The model 15-9730 Red Ball joystick
adds a 1-1/2-inch ball grip and shortens
the stick by half an inch for added
comfort. The model 15-9708 Deluxe
unit adds a thicker base to the standard
joystick. Just released is the $36.95
“Power Grip” model 50-2020 which
features a comfortable arcade-style
handle that fits your hand like a glove,
and a deluxe model 50-2010 which
gives you three interchangeable grips
for the ultimate in flexibility.

For styling, durability, comfort, and
response, all Wico sticks set the stan-
dard for the industry. These are
among the few joysticks we evaluated
that felt like they’d probably withstand
practically any abuse up to and possibly
including a thermonuclear bomb. Each
did a great job with all the games used
for testing, with fast, precise position-

continued on page 106



Jensen's ultra-modern Home Enter-
tainment Center carries no official list
price but is anticipated to cost about
$7000. Off-the-shelt Jensen compo-
nents-come in a cabinet featuring a
black mirrored polyester finish with
metallic silver trim on a chrome pedes-
tal base. Interested readers should con-
tact the manufacturer.

One unusual TV—or is it a video-
game system? or home computer?—is
from Ultravision. This self-contained
10-inch color monitor, 64K home com-
puter, and joystick-equipped video-
game console has created a stir with its
price upped to $999.95. Notwithstand-
ing the high price, Ultravision can tune
in normal TV channels, is completely

:

Ultravision TV/game/computer unit

portable operating from either AC or
DC power, internally displays games
using RGB circuitry, can read CP/M
(for business applications), will be VCS-
compatible (meaning it will play Atari
games), and comes with a full-function
typewriter keyboard. Can Ultravision
do a good job at all that? Only time will
tell.

and contains a built-in speaker that
obviates the need to use headphones
while on the road. The set is designed
to display a picture under normal
room-lighting conditions or at night us-
ing electro-luminescent backlighting.

Caslo LCV-30 Caslovislon TV

Carrying a list price of $250, it should
be a winner for Casio in its first venture
into home (or away-from-home) video.

VCR Coups

The big news in VCRs centers
around two nearly revolutionary ad-
vances from both the Beta and VHS
camps. For Beta backers the word is
Beta Hifi; for VHS lovers, the “noise-
[ree” head. Let’s take a look at two rep-
resentative models.

Previewed to a select few just six
months ago, Beta Hifi is now here.
Touting audio specs that rival LaserVi-
sion videodiscs and surpass audiophile
LPs, Beta Hifi must be heard to be
appreciated. The ultimate irony is that
the new Beta audio far surpasses the
picture quality obtainable from any
home videocassette format.

Shown is the first Sony VCR to in-
corporate Beta Hifi, the full-featured
SL-5200. The list price is report-
edly $1000, and at presstime two
somewhat higher-end models had also



ing and a fantastic feel. Wico's arcade
experience has paid off.

We leaned towards Wico's Red Ball
stick for most games, though some may
prefer the standard or Deluxe models;
the latter’s wide base might make it pre-
ferable for hand-holding by some. We
didn’t have a chance to evaluate the

new “multi-grip” units at presstime, but
they would be excellent choices for the
experienced gamer for whom price is
no object.

D-Zyne's Supr-Stick (sic) is a little
more clunky than Wico’s, though itis in
the same $39.95 range. This model fea-
tures a two-inch black-handled stick
with a top-mounted firing button posi-
tioned for use by either left or right-
handers. The heavy weight of the 6-1/2
by 3 by 2-inch cabinet makes the Supr-
Stick a little tough to get used to; ditto
the joystick itself, which makes internal
clicks and clacks when moved as if a live
grasshopper were inside. While we can
appreciate the dual left/right-hand fir-
ing button, we found it uncomfortable,
but not impossible to get accustomed
to. Other than that the Supr-Stick had
excellent response and a good hefty
feel, though not quite up to the Wi-
COS.

A Naked Joystick

Also selling for $39.95 is Datasoft’s
LeStick, perhaps the most unique con-
troller we've seen. What you get is a
naked joystick with an invisible “phan-
tom base,” with your position deter-
mined by a series of sensitive internal
mercury switches. Sad to say. we found
LeStick more innovative than useful
and had a tough time steering through
complicated maneuvers or mazes. Even
keeping your ship perfectly still is dif-
ficult—you must hold the stick exactly
perpendicular to the floor. LeStick 1s
an interesting achievement, but at
$39.95 you can do better with most
other controllers in our survey.

The last on our list of standard joy-
sticks 1s also the most costly: Cynex’s
Game-Mate 2, which at $99.95 costs
nearly as much as the VCS uself. The
Game-Mate 2 has a unique ability: it
allows you to play up to 20 feet away
from your game console without wires—
a blessing to those who have stumbled
over the rat’s nest of cables that often
clutters gamers’ households. Game-
Mate joysticks are essentially identical
to those provided with the Atari, but
with a large three-inch plastic base and
attached six-inch rubberized antenna.
These joysticks use an internal nine-
volt battery to transmit signals to the
Game-Mate receiver, which in turn
plugs into the Atari VCS with four
easily attached cables.

So far, so good. Unfortunately,
Game Mate 2 works better with some
games than others. For “Pac-Man” its
slow response and reluctance to move
our man downward made maze travel
ditticult. Once you steer it in a particu-
lar direction, it’s hard to get it to stop or
slow down. Also, since the Game-Mate
uses the same basic joystick as the stan-
dard Atari model, it wasn't as comfort-
able as some of the better stand-alone
joysticks we evaluated. It would 've been



nice if the manufacturer had provided
the means to attach other joysticks to
the transmitter, but then you'd wind up
with the same wiring problems. We
worry about battery life, too, since the
Game-Mate joysticks don’t have a light
to indicate when they’re lett on. Lastly,
the sample we evaluated had a small
defect—the right joystick occasionally
fired by itself when the stick alone was
manipulated. Unless you're a remote-
control nut, we think a $10 extension
cord (available from D-Zyne, K-Y En-
terprises, Wico, and others) is a much
better buy.

Alternatives to the Stick

Several top arcade games—"Aster-
oids,” “Space Wars,” "Star Castle”—
don’t use joysticks at all. Instead they
give you four or five spring-mounted
pushbuttons that essentially duplicate
the action of a joystick, and in some
cases provide better and faster re-
sponse. Like their big brothers, home-
style console controllers use spring-
mounted buttons for direction, speed,
and firing and are designed to be used
on a tabletop or lap.

At this writing, five home game
consoles are on the market: the Trans-
criber Co.’s Faster Blaster, KY Enter-
prises’ Fingertip Controller, BC Sys-
tems’ BC Blaster, the Questar 1 from
Questar Industries, and Starplex Elec-
tronics’ Starplex Controller. Questar
also offers a hybrid joystick/button con-
sole, the Questar 11.

Transcriber’s Faster Blaster -is the
flattest and tiniest console we've ever
seen, a palm-sized unit about 4-1/2 in-
ches long by 3-1/2 wide, and a mere
5/8-inch thick. It uses five light-touch
membrane switches, each color-coded
tor a specific function: shield/down,
thrust/up, left, right, and fire/replay.
How does the Faster Blaster stack up
against the other control consoles?
Well, the good news is that it's the
cheapest console on our list, selling for
under $15. Another plus is that it'll last
virtually forever by virtue of its long-
life membrane switches. The bad news
is that we found these switches ex-
tremely sluggish, with a slow-reacting
firing button. We also had a tough time
hand-holding the unit, which must be
operated with both hands during
rapid-action games.

KY Enterprises’ Fingertip Controller
is unique in that it uses a distinctive
“clustered” design, keeping all four
directional buttons in a diamond-
shaped group for rapid one-handed
steering, with the red firing button at
the top left. KY’s controller beat out all
the others for sheer speed dnd reaction
time, with its light-touch buttons
offering an excellent springy feel. The
manufacturer offers both a standard
VCS-type version and one designed
especially for the ColecoVision, which

uses two firing buttons for games like
“Cosmic Avenger.” For $19.95 ($22.95
for the Coleco model), we'd rate KY's
controller a best buy in the console
category.

The BC-Blaster, Questar I, and Star-
plex Controller are all essentially iden-
tical, selling for between $30 and $40,
with two buttons on the left side for
steering left and right, two buttons on
the right for up (or thrust) and firing,
and a single button in the middle for
down (or hyperspace, for “Asteroids™).
By adding an AA battery to the Star-
plex, however, you gel the added

bonus of Astro-Blast—automatic rapid
fire, a real plus for action-packed
games like “Asteroids.” While we felt all
three consoles were nearly the same in
feel and fast response, we'd give the
edge to the $36.95 Questar I by virtue
of its sleek cabinet, which seemed a lit-
tle sturdier than the others.

For those who like the feel of a joy-
stick with a console’s arcade styling,
the Questar 11 joystick console is a per-
fect choice at around $40. It’s large
enough to comfortably fit on alap ora
tabletop, and its joystick was compara-
ble to most of the better ones we evalu-
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ated. The Questar 11 features left and
right-side firing buttons, and also
comes in a special version for the Col-
ecoVision with dual-action firing but-
tons.

Special Controllers

“Centipede” and "Missile Com-
mand” fans have long bemoaned the
lack of a spherical “trackball” to match
the arcade versions of these two Atari
classics. At long last, manufacturers
have unveiled real pro-style trackball
controllers that are perfectly suited for
these and other games.

Wico's model 72-4545 Trackball is a
beautifully built red and black unit in
the same classy styling as Wico’s line of
joysticks, and features a fast-action fir-
ing button at the top left side. We had
trouble using the trackball with several

rapid-moving games, pmtl(_uldrlv maze
games like “Pac-Man,” but were
advised by the manutfacturer that it
works well with “Laserblast,” “Free-
way,” “Demon Attack,” “Space Invad-
ers,” “Missile Command,” and most
other games that use mainly lefi-to-
right movement. Wico’s Trackball was
definitely a plus for “Missile Com-
mand,” though we found its firing but-
ton required a little more pressure than
we're accustomed to. In the long run,
we think the Trackball’'s high price
($69.95) and lack of compatibility with
all programs makes it of limited appeal
to all but the most dedicated gamers,

Atari also plans to offer trackball
controllers, with two different models
tor their 2600 and 5200 consoles due
out later this year. ColecoVision like-
wise has a similar trackball for its
games, christened the “Roller Control-
ler,” scheduled for late-spring delivery.

Rapid-Fire Modules

If you and your current joystick are
getting along just fine, you still might
think about adding an extra something
to spice up your video gaming. The top
add-on for any good joystick is an
“automatic rapid-fire” module, which
turns your one-shot firing action into a
machine-gun-like onslaught. Aside
from providing fast relief for throb-
bing thumbs, these modules can help
you double your score on most con-
tinuous-fire games like “Asteroids,’
“Defender,” and “Zaxxon,” though
they won't be of much use on games
that allow only one bullet on the screen
at a time. Both Discwasher and Questar
offer similar rapid-fire modules selling
for between $10 and $15, designed to
plug in between your joystick and game
console. They don't require any
additional batteries or power supplies.
The Questar QC-110 has the added
bonus of a variable speed control rate,
giving it extra flexibility over the Disc-
washer module.

From a moral stand point, we can see
how purists might frown on any auto-
fire feature since it makes some games
too easy. (One of us managed to dou-
ble our score on Coleco’s “Zaxxon” the
first time we used the Starplex console’s
“Astro-Blast™!) Auto-fire modules
already have become controversial
among diehard gamers, especially
when record scores are being tallied.
Be that as it may, we suggest you weigh
the merits of these and the other prod-
ucts carefully and let your conscience
be your guide.

Add-Ons and Addenda

How many of you Intellivision or
ColecoVision owners are tired of hav-
ing to deal with your keypad/control-
ler, neither of which offers the same
kind of versatility as a joystick? Several
companies have come out with add-
ons. C&T Creations offers an adhesive
Skill Stik for $5.99. It sticks to the disc
pad of the Intellivision or the handle
of the ColecoVision controller to pro-
vide joystick-like response. Laskey
Video features two versions of Injoy-A-
Stick, each for $10.95, designed to bolt
onto either controller in about 30
seconds, We found the Skill Stik a little
delicate, with a tendency to peel off
after several weeks of intense play. The
Injoy-A-Stick is more difficult to install
than the Skill Stik, requiring you to
open up the controller for installation,
but it has the added bonus of being a lot
more durable.

Another product designed to help
alleviate frustration at the problematic
ColecoVision controller is Wico’s mod-
el 50-1060 keypad, a $19.95 add-on
that fits between any Atari-type joystick
and the Coleco console. Of course, this
keypad doesn’t allow you to access both
Coleco firing controls on your standard

joystick, but it should be compatible

with 90 percent of games sold.

Other nice additions offered by a
variety of companies include engraved
monograms on the joystick of your
choice provided by Screensonics
(Box 8892, St. Louis, Mo. 63102), spare
Atari parts from Irata Repairs (2562 E.
Glade, Mesa, Ariz. 85204), heavy-duty
bases for standard Atari joysticks from
tirms like KMS Enterprises (12922
Harbor Blvd., Garden Grove, Cal.
92640), and ball-handle grips for joy-
sticks from Darbe Products (Box 154,
Lyons, Ill. 60534). We caution that
we've received reports that it's possi-
ble to snap joysticks right in half when
the latter two accessories are combined
owing to the increased torque in-
volved—so watch out!

Whichever way you choose to get
more life out of your video game—be it

Joystick, console, or accessory—we

almost guarantee that you'll find your-
self not only playing more, but also en-

Joying the games you play more than



ever. While nobody has yet managed to
create the perfect controller, you can
bet that as more games are sold, more
“cottage industries” will spring up to
support any and all new units.

What'’s in the future for game con-
trollers? At a recent trade show, Atari
finally took the wraps oft a variety of
new joysticks for expert gamers, casual
players, even toddlers—all due out la-
ter this year. Coleco is in the process of
taking the standard joystick to new
heights with a new Super-Action Con-
troller that sports four distinct firing
buttons and a unique handgrip that
covers your hand like a glove. Best of
all, future versions of this controller
will feature electronic feedback circuits
designed to let you feel the hard
“thwack” of a home run during a base-
ball game or the “whomp” of a round-
house punch in boxing.

We'll be covering these and many
other developments in upcoming

1ssues.






