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ASTROCADE'S
UNDERGROUND
by Danny Goodman

You c an ’t really  call  the group an  
“underground,” because it oper­
ates openly, almost vocally. But 
few  of the millions of Atari, Mattel,  
Odyssey and Coleco players are  
aw are  that an entire cottage  
industry has grown around the  
highly rated, but rarely  seen,  
Astrocade Professional Arcade  
system. To gain appreciat ion for  
the third-party support out there,  
consider that almost 4 00  individ­
ual programs are currently avail­
able for the Astrocade  —  more  
than for the Atari  2600  and Matte l  
Intell ivision combined.
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In conversations, co rre ­
spondence and m eetings 
with several members of 
the group, I found a 
com m on thread o f in ­
tense dedication to 
keeping the Professional 
Arcade alive. Despite the 
up-and-down activ ities o f 
the system 's producers  
over the years, the Arcade 
guerrillas are keeping the 
faith.

The Astrocade system  
started on the h illy  home  
game road back in  1977 
as the Bally P rofessional 
Arcade, a program m able  
hom e game from  the 
people that b rough t us 
b lockbuste r arcade video  
games o f the 1970’s like  
G unfigh t and Checkmate. 
After m eeting w ith  m in i­
mal success in the home  
m arket (many o f the Ar­
cade guerrillas m ainta in  
it  was a half-hearted a t­
tem pt anyway), Bally in 
1980 sold o ff the Profes­
s iona l Arcade to a newly  
fo rm ed com pany called  
Astrovision. To confuse  
the m atter even more, 
Astrovis ion later changed  
its  nam e-and  the name of 
the sy s te m -to  Astrocade  
to prevent m ix ups w ith  
the popu la r cartridge  
maker, Activ ision.

Since the early pa rt o f this  
year, however, Astrocade  
has been operating under 
Chapter 11 o f the federal 
bankruptcy laws as they 
try to extricate them ­
selves from  financ ia l d if­
ficu lty . P roduct sh ip ­
ments and p lanned in tro ­
duction  o f new cartridges  
has been irregu lar, and  
no one is qu ite  sure what 
the fate o f the Profes­
s iona l Arcade w ill be. But 
this tu rn  o f events has not 
deterred the Astrocade  
guerrillas in  the slightest.

Three features about the 
Professional Arcade a t­
tracted early advocates.
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Foremost was the sys­
tem s com bined graphics  
and sound capability, 
which was very advanced 
fo r 1977 and has only re­
cently been surpassed by 
the likes o f the A tari 5200 
and Colecovision. Sec­
ond, a p lug-in  cartridge -  
at firs t an accessory, later 
inc luded  with the console  
at no extra ch a rg e -le t the 
user create com puter 
games and o ther app li­
cations using the con ­
so le ’s ca lcu la tor-like  
keyboard fo r program  
entry and a cassette 
recorder fo r program  
storage. That cartridge  
was the Bally BASIC p ro ­
gram m ing cartridge (later 
upgraded under the As- 
trocade BASIC name). 
With the cartridge and the 
well-w ritten Astro BASIC 
tu to ria l manual, anyone 
with the tim e and inc lina ­
tion  cou ld  become a 
game designer w ith in  the 
confines o f the system ’s 
1.8K memory and the 
speed o f the BASIC 
language.

Third, there was a p rom ­
ise from  Bally, and car­
ried  over by Astrocade, 
that a keyboard add- 
under w ould turn the 
Professional Arcade in to  
a pow erfu l graphics- 
oriented com puter. The 
m ost recent incarnation  
o f the add-under, called  
the Z-Grass 100, has not 
yet made it  to m arket, bu t 
rum ors are c ircu la ting  
that another company  
w ill have the Z-Grass 
ready this year.

But, while users patien tly  
awaited the Z-Grass, they 
were busy w riting  p ro ­
grams w ith the BASIC 
cartridge. Some designed  
program s ju s t fo r fun, but 
others, like professiona l 
m usician Mike Peace, 
eventually tu rned game 
design in to  a thriv ing  
business.

M ike ’s company, Wave- 
makers (Box 94801, 
Schaum burg, IL 60193), 
now  offers 18 d iffe ren t 
cassette tapes that load  
directly in to  the BASIC 
cartridge. In add ition  to 
featuring some very 
orig ina l games, his 
catalog also includes a 
unique gu ita r course that 
uses the A rcade ’s tone 
generator to tune a 
guitar. Com bined w ith  
graphics, the m usical 
program  teaches you fin ­
gering o f chords and 
chord  progressions for 
fo lk, blues, etc.

Tom M cConnell, who  
orig ina lly  bough t his A r­
cade because he liked  the 
invaders-type cartridge, 
learned that p rogram ­
m ing in  BASIC isn t all 
that d ifficu lt. He now  runs  
Tiny Arcade (Box 1043, 
Cuyahoga Falls, OH 
44223) which produces  
many titles. Omega Val­
ley, although not as 
graph ica lly  appealing as 
you see on other home 
systems, is nonetheless a 
game with three s im ulta­
neous waves o f space 
ships to figh t o ff on three 
d iffe ren t screens.

One o f the m ost com plex  
maze games on any home  
game system is L&M 
Softw are ’s (8599 Frame- 
wood Dr., Newburgh, IN 
47630) Secret o f 
Pellucitar. In this contest, 
you m ust guide a m in is­
cule cursor through  
obscenely narrow  chan­
nels w ithou t touch ing any 
o f the walls. The steadier 
your hand and the faster 
you are, the better your 
score and ra ting  at the 
end.

And, what is a firs t fo r the 
Arcade, Spectre Systems 
(Box 1741, Dearborn, Ml 
48121) is p roduc ing  a 
th ird-party p lug -in  car­
tridge, called Treasure

Cove. Aimed p rim arily  at 
the younger set (a lthough  
i t  is no p iece o f cake, by 
any means), the game 
features a d iver which  
you m ust gu ide down to 
the bottom  o f the sea to 
recover treasures one- 
by-one and return them  
to the ship above. Hassl­
ing you every g lub  o f the 
way are numerous sea 
creatures, any one o f 
which w ill spe ll an end to 
your d ive r’s life. And you 
c a n ’t dally, either, be­
cause you have lim ited  
oxygen w ith which to re­
trieve each treasure.

Treasure Cove departs 
from  the Arcade trad ition  
o f presenting a m enu  
screen at the beginn ing. 
Instead, a co lo rfu l title  
screen appears. There is 
also a s ingu larly  p leasant 
m usica l backdrop to the 
entire  cartridge, w ith a 
series o f three d iffe ren t 
nautica l tunes p lay ing at 
a ll times (disengageable, 
too). The score was p ro ­
duced by Arcade m usica l 
expert George Moses, 
who offers several tapes 
o f his realizations o f all 
types o f m usic fo r the A r­
cade, p lus a m usic de­
velopm ent system (P.O. 
Box 686, B righton, Ml 
48116).

Software is n ’t the only  
part o f the Arcade re ­
ceiving attention  from  the 
guerrilla  forces. Memory 
expansions and m ore  
sophisticated develop­
m ent tools help bring  
hom ebrewed program s  
very close to the level o f 
the p lug -in  cartridges  
available from  Astrocade.

Memory suppliers in ­
clude: R&L Enterprises 
(2901 Wiliens Dr., Suite 6, 
Northlake, IL 60164) w ith  
the ir 64K RAM board; A l­
ternative Engineering  
C orporation (P.O. box 
128, Gardiner, ME 04345)



whose fu ll line o f Arcade  
accessories inc lude  Viper 
m em ory boards, a key­
board fo r easier p ro ­
gram m ing, RS-232 in te r­
face and others; and Per­
k ins Engineering (1004 
Pleasant Ave., Boyne  
City, Ml 49712) whose 
offe rings inc lude B lue  
Ram memory, p rin te r  
in terface and BSR 
ligh ting /app liance  con ­
tro lle r interface.

Mike Peace a t Wave- 
makers has also de­
veloped a num ber o f his 
games in  B lue Ram ver­
sions. A dd itiona l m em ory  
allows h im  to create the 
game screens in  fou r 
co lors, instead o f the  
regu la r BASIC’s two- 
co lo r lim its. P articu larly  
im pressive are h is ren­
derings o f Dungeons o f 
Dracula, Flying Ace, and  
his newest creation, The 
Gate Escape, which has 
ro ta ting  gates s im ila r to 
the ones in  the arcade 
gam e/Colecovision  
adapta tion Lady Bug.

Mike dem onstrated some  
o f the graphics develop­
m ent too ls he has de­
s igned fo r both Astro and  
Blue Ram BASIC. Inside  
o f three m inutes r ig h t 
before my eyes, he issued  
a few  com m ands that 
generated g irder-like  
constructions fo r a Don­
key Kong type o f screen  
background. It made 
som e o f the b ig  com ­
puterized developm ent 
systems I ’ve seen at the 
g ian t cartridge makers 
look  p rim itive .

For those w ith a litt le  b it 
o f Z-80 m icroprocessor 
program m ing experi­
ence, o r a t least the de­
sire to learn, The B it 
Fiddlers (P.O. Box 11023, 
San Diego, CA 92111) 
makes a M achine Lan­
guage Manager (MLM) 
cartridge  that helps you
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design m achine language  
subroutines fo r faster and 
sm oother character ac­
tion  than is possib le  with  
BASIC alone. Andy Guev­
ara o f The B it Fiddlers de­
veloped the MLM because 
he found the standard  
BASIC language to be too  
slow  fo r the games he has 
envisioned. Thus, you w ill 
see Andy’s im p rin t on 
many o f the better games 
developed by o ther A r­
cade game makers.

The extent to which the 
Arcade is supported by 
th ird-party suppliers is 
w ell-docum ented in  
R ichard H ouser’s sem i­
annual Sourcebook, a 
lis ting  o f every program  
and re lated p roduc t 
available. Lest you th ink  
this is ju s t a skimpy  
newsletter, the book is 
114 pages, com plete with  
many detailed advertise­
ments fo r the products  
listed. If you have an As- 
trocade, you can 't be 
w ithou t the latest ed ition  
(RMH Enterprises, 635 
Los Alamos Ave., Liver­
more, CA 94550).

Of course, the fo llowers  
o f the Arcade d id n ’t a l­
ways have i t  so easy. In 
fact, much o f the c red it 
fo r keeping the Arcade 
alive over the years can 
be a ttribu ted  to one gen­
tleman. “ Bob Fabris in  
particu la r is largely re­
sponsib le fo r saving the 
Astrocade system. His 
m onth ly  ARCADIAN 
newsletter kept users in ­
fo rm ed and interested  
during  the ‘long dry sp e ll’ 
between B a lly ’s decision  
to  give up and As- 
trocade ’s purchase o f the

system ,’’ writes Guy 
McLimore, Jr., o f ABC  
Hobbycraft, a m ajor A r­
cade hardware and so ft­
ware dealer (2155 E. 
Morgan Ave., Evansville, 
IN 47711).

Bob Fabris is s till the 
ed ito r o f the  ARCADIAN. 
Each issue o f the ARCA­
DIAN contains a wealth o f 
in form ation. In add ition  
to the latest gossip about 
the fu ture o f Astrocade, 
there are loads o f BASIC 
program  listings, reviews, 
and frequent p rogram m ­
ing  tu toria ls  fo r BASIC 
and Assembly Language. 
Further in fo rm ation  is 
available from  Bob at 
3626 Morrie Drive, San 
Jose, CA 95127-9990.

As you may have noticed  
from  the addresses o f 
m ost o f the suppliers, 
there seems to be a 
pocke t o f intense interest 
in  the m idwest, p a rticu ­
larly M ichigan and Ohio. 
There is litt le  wonder, 
then, that one o f the 
strongest loca l use r’s 
groups is the M ichigan  
Astrobugs User’s Group  
(59400 Nine Mile, South 
Lyon, M l 48178). The 
group has been known to 
draw  a hundred Arcade  
fo llow ers to its meetings.

As a group and as in d i­
viduals, the Arcade guer­
rillas are a dedicated lo t -  
m ore so than any p la ye r’s 
group fo llow ing  the o ther 
hom e systems. Remem­
ber that these Arcade  
fo llow ers are doing more 
than sim ply massaging a 
jo ys tick  to the rhythm  o f a

p ro fessiona l game de­
s ig n e r’s beat; they are 
taking an active role, 
doing the actual design­
ing, p roduc tion  and  
m arketing o f the p ro d ­
ucts themselves.

In a ll my years o f w riting  
about video games and  
com puters, never have I 
run across a g roup so 
w illing  to help w ith  in ­
fo rm ation  and examples 
o f the ir work. It certa in ly  
ca n ’t be easy fo r them  to 
sustain in terest and en­
thusiasm  fo r a system  
tha t never seems to catch  
on w ith the masses. Yet 
the frustra tion , i f  there is 
any, is no t evident. On the  
contrary, the d isappo in t­
m ent in  B a lly ’s and As- 
trocade ’s ab ility  to get 
“ The W ord”  across to the  
hom e game buying p u b ­
lic  a lm ost seems to link  
these survivors m ore  
closely together. They 
continue to explore the 
capabilities o f a w onder­
fu l system and stre tch  
the ir know ledge abou t its 
inne r w orkings to new  
lim its. They are forever 
sharing tidb its  they un­
earth about the system.

B rett B ilbrey, who started  
pub lish ing  his BASIC 
games in  the  ARCADIAN 
a few  years ago and has 
graduated to the design  
o f the Treasure Cove car­
tridge, speaks fo r every 
Astrocade guerrilla  when 
he resolute ly states, 
“ We’re n o t go ing  to give  
up on the Astrocade sys­
tem .”


