As the Battlecruiser saga reaches
its end, is its developer the most
hated man in gaming? Or is he
the most misunderstood? You say
you've never even heard of this
game, or the stories about its
creator? Read on....

BY JULIAN MURDOCH

A4 Comguner Games | April 2007

i[7]

et

JEE

ﬂwam-sunhuﬂhhhumnnhnudhm
mmm:—mmmmmmmm
mmmmmwmmuumu-m
Mmﬁmﬂmﬂﬁnm—lﬂmﬂ-ﬁnndﬂnhd
they sometimes listened. We're talking honest-to-God conversation.
The infa and ipoken of this spech was one Derek Smart, Ph.D.
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generation to generation.




In 1992, Derek Smart has an idea for a game.
Or“THE GAME” as he's fond of calling it. THE
GAME Is Battlecruiser 3000AD, a sweeping
space opera that puts the gamer in the
d chair of an well,

Battlecruiser. But uniike the Wing
Commeander serles of the same era, this Is to
be no“hop in and shoot” arcade experience.
This s going to be a simulator. “"When | set
out to develop this suite of games, | knew
exactly what it Is | wanted,” Smart says. ™
wanted a game that would stimulate
my mind. A game that | wanted to play”

So Smart starts coding. He has no
idea how to make a game, he just does
it. He spends the next four years both de-
veloping Bottlecruiser and telling the world
about it (gracing the cover of this fine mag-
azine along the wayl.

THE GAME finally emerges in 1996, and that’s
when the Legend really starts. Smart has
signed a deal with Take 2 interactive. They
have their minds set on a Christmas release,
but Smart refuses: The game is nowhere
near ready, has yet to emerge from beta,
and is undocumented. Take 2 insists. So
Smart walks off the stage, signs away the
rights, takes his marbles and goes home.
Take 2 sticks a CD of what they have ina
box and drops it into the market. It's essen-
tially unplayable. All that promise disap-
pears

The world blames Smart. They heap bile
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on him. Magazine editors and 13-year-olds
with dial-up connections post their opin-
Ions on the Net. Most people —most r2-
tional people —would just move on.

Not Derek Smart. “That kind of attack is
what strengthened my resolve.” he says,
looking back.

sations and urban legends about Smart’s
online and offfine behavior are updated
daily. He beat up a Coke machine, He called
the police on stalkers. He had the phone
company tracing phone calls. He faked his
Ph.D. He forged e-mails to make himset§
look like the victim.

That resolve leads him to sue Take 2, re-
gain his rights to what will become a long-
running franchise, and continue pursuing
his dream. He patches. He releases manuals.
He carries the torch.

“All that time, | was confident that there
were others out there who shared my vi-
sion,” he says. 50 he keeps atit.

At the same time, the Derek Smart flame
wars become one of the most highly docu-
mented sports on the Intemet. Smart,
naked and unclothed, playing nobody but
himself, enters into heated battles with
mostly anonymous detractors. Bizare accu-

il hll' [1 1;(.,,] "“{FJ' 141

| |

il Cﬂ

ﬁf if{rfﬁ *i'?u:; -.““

At the peak of the crapstorm—in the
middle years between that first release and
the 2001 release of the sequel, Batthecruiser

Smart fights back. Daily. And he doesn't
couch his opinions in politically cormect PR
dialogue.

*1 can get down there in the dirt and belt
it out with the best of them.” he says. Smart
loves a good fight, and he's good at it.
*Someone brings a grenade to a firefight, 11
be the guy hoisting the nukes”
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into online forums remain animated and
controversial. Whenever the discussion on a
\gamer site turms In his direction, he appears.
(This leads to yet another urban legend:
Utter his name thrice and he shall appearl)
And his appearance often leads to the de-
rafiment of entire communities. He admits
that, when a conversation piques his inter-
est, “ post, and walk away in most cases
leaving nothing but scorched Earth behind.”

his public discourse. In this respect, he s far
better than most Intemet trolls,” admits
Phillip Scuderl, a journalist who's covered
the Smart chronicles from the beginning.
“But coherence Is no sure sign of sanity;
clarity no counterpoint to depravity.”

Over time, his reputation as an online de-
fender of his games and unabashed pistol-
vhij of his rshadows the
games themselves. But Smart’s dedication
1o his dream game and to his smail but fe-
clously loyal band of foll never
wanes. When he finally patches up and pol-
Ishes Battlecruiser to his satisfaction, he
does the unthinkable—he gives it away asa
free download. He follows this with

Miliennium—the real game has g o
do with space combat, graphics, and AL For
most of the world, the game Is baiting
Derek Smart.

“I've been playing the Derek game for
over three years now, and .. never.. gets..
boring.” posts one of Derek’s most frequent
anonymous adversaries, known as “sharm-
s

“It’s like Pro Wrrestling, a soap opera for
white trash, Our game I a soap opera for
computer game geeks. Wonderful stuff”

Battiecruiser 2.0n 1998, which he also ends
up giving away to the fanbase. Next, he

Fearing a descent into madness, he banned
Smart most recently after only a handful of

“I've banned him from two different sites
now,” says Andrich. “If | ban him from a third
site, | think | get a tote bag”

The: Derek Smart story is about games, de-
spite all the controversy. “Some people tend
to forget ane very, very important thing
about me)” he explains. *l am a gamer” And
that's what's driven him to work, rework, re-

fine, and expand 2 single vision for 14 years.
But a Derek Smart game is not for the

version), there's little question you are play-
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feel—he's right there in your face:

“In this tutorial, unless otherwise stated,
‘click’ Implies that you left-click using mouse
button one. Yeah, it's the one on the left
Ingenious, isn't it? If you're not certain
which button I'm talking about, stare at the
mouse for a bit”

That's right. He's talking to you. You
wanna play? You're playing on his terms.
Unless you're a fan—a big fan—and you've
got the patience of a mule and really, really
want to play them, you're going to get frus-
trated pretty quick. This difficulty level, the
unapproachability of his games, lsn't a func-
tion of sadism; S wanis the game to be
complex.

“They're not—and never have been—for
the typical gamer”

And he's going to keep making them that
wiry, even as he moves away from the PC
and on to his new projects, an original se-
ries of space games for the Xbox 360 called
Galoctic Command. He heads into this brave
new world completely unafraid.

“What makes a man s not just his ability
1o stand strong but also his ability to get up
when he falls” he says. And even then, the
world will not see the last of Smart. Love
him or hate him, Derek Smart will not go
quiety into that good night. He'll keep mak-
ing the games he loves.

“I tumn 44 this year, and my guess is Il
probably be doing this until they tum the
lights out and wheel my sory ass out” B

4Bk Your head in Ghe game

1 you're looking to take the Bottlecruiser plunge for the first time, or want to reunite
with your old Universal Combat friend, there's only one place you can look. Smart has

signed an exclusive deal with Turner’s GameTap service to distribute Universal
Combat Collector's Edition. He joins other niche independent games such as Sam and
Muax and the latest Myst game, Uri.
But that's the end of the line. Smart’s taking his drvam to a different audience.
Watch out. Xbox 360, here he comes.
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