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6 




CHRONICLER’S NOTE 




B 




efore we set out on this nostalgic trek back through the 




history of 

Heroes of Might & Magic, 

I should first advise 




you that I am not entirely an objective bystander to these events. 




Many of the people to whom I am about to introduce you are 




friends of mine. Some are longtime acquaintances, while others 




I have gotten to know only recently during the writing of this 




book. What I can say about all of them is that I have tremendous 




respect and admiration for who they are and for the incredible 




dedication they all brought to the creation of this series of 




games. I know what kinds of sacrifices they sometimes had to 




make in the name of getting things right and of getting the 




games done. At one time or another nearly all of these people 




spent ridiculously long hours locked up in offices, sometimes 




not seeing friends or family for weeks or months at a time 




while living on pizza, energy drinks, and the blind hope that 




someday players would enjoy these things that they nearly killed 




themselves trying to create. I know this because I too am a game 




designer, and while I didn’t work on any version of 

Heroes 

myself, 




my first job in the industry was at New World Computing and 




was given to me by my friend Jon Van Caneghem, the creator 




of both 

Might & Magic 

and 

Heroes. 




My point in sharing all of this with you is to underscore that 




the book you are about to read is not just about how these games 




were made but about the heroes behind 

Heroes of Might & Magic. 




Every one of these developers fought battles that were to them 




just as existentially challenging as those faced by their fictional 




creations. To bring you the games you’ve enjoyed, they’ve endured 




budget shortfalls, studio closures, technological failures, broken 




builds, disastrous demos, psycho reviewers, and passionate creative 




differences with their peers that sometimes may have threatened 




to boil over into physical altercations. Making triple-A games 




can be exciting, rewarding, and a lot of fun, but I assure you that 




it is never easy. 




While it was beyond the scope of this book to tell the tales 




of every one of our heroes, I hope at least you’ll see how this great 




thirty-year adventure has been shaped by their collective energies 




and passions. I hope you will enjoy the telling of this adventure 




nearly as much as I have enjoyed the uncovering of it. 




—Neal Hallford 




San Diego, California 




March 11, 2025 




ABOVE: 

A historic meeting of minds in Los Angeles, California, as 

Might & Magic X: Legacy 

creator Julien Pirou (left front) meets with me (left back), 

Heroes of Might 




& Magic 

creator Jon Van Caneghem (right front), and 

Heroes III 

director David Mullich. 
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CHAPTER ONE 




“FIRST, THERE WAS MAGIC” 




W 




e’ve all entertained the romantic notion that every great 




idea comes with a sudden thunderclap of inspiration, a 




definable moment when it springs fully formed into the world 




like mythical Athena springing from the head of Zeus. It’s an 




appealing thought that such a moment can be easily pinned on 




a map, or marked down on a calendar, and that we can step back 




and say, “It all started here, on this day . . .” 




It was 3:00 a.m. on New Year’s Eve and we were in Denny’s. 




We’d just come from the club and I’d had enough Long Island 




Iced Teas to blind an elephant. Suddenly I’m scribbling on the back 




of a napkin 

. . . Different versions of these creation myths have 




been told hundreds of times. 

I’d been awakened from a terrible 




nightmare the day after the election, and as I was taking a shower 




the whole idea just materialized on the shower screen. I just had to 




write it down. 

The eureka moment makes for great film and 




television, but in reality, those moments are rare—exceptionally 




so in the world of game development. Great games are usually 




developed through a grueling years-long process of trial and 




error, often by the resynthesis of ideas borrowed from other 




games or other mediums. Sometimes they don’t begin in one 




place but in several, developed by honing and refining lessons 




learned from previous projects. 

Heroes of Might & Magic 

has just 




such an origin story. It was a fusion of elements drawn from 




several tabletop strategy titles and the highly successful 

Might 




& Magic 

computer role-playing game, and it expanded the 




core gameplay first presented in 

King’s Bounty 

by New World 




Computing in 1990. While it has any number of influences, and 




has, over the years, had many hands involved in its making, one 




man alone was responsible for creating the environment out of 




which 

Heroes 

would eventually be born. 




In the summer of 1983, as teen computer wizard David 




Lightman matched wits against the warmongering WOPR 




on movie screens everywhere in the motion picture 

Wargames, 




Jon Van Caneghem was setting out to start a war of his own, albeit 




on the much smaller screen of his Apple II. He was a math major 




at UCLA. Like many of his contemporaries, he’d grown up on 

The 




Lord of the Rings, 

played both traditional tabletop strategy games 




as well as the grandfather of all role-playing games, Dungeons 




& Dragons, a game which was far from being the well-accepted, 




mainstream success that it is today. Coordinating the schedules of 




ABOVE: 

The iron box is one of several images that can be viewed from the the 

Might and Magic 

title screen, showcasing the adventures that players will soon experience. 
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friends to pull together in-person gaming sessions was frequently 




difficult, though the role-playing part of RPGs was not his 




favorite aspect of the game. “I didn’t really care for the interaction 




or, you know, changing your voice to be the oracle or whatever,” 




Caneghem admitted. “What I loved most about D&D was the 




game system, and the game mechanics, and the stories, and the 




adventure, and the exploring.” 




While the rest of his friends were stuck with arranging 




regular gaming sessions for entertainment, Caneghem was eying 




his computer as a potential way not 




only to scratch his gaming itch, but 




also to delve further into his hobby as 




an Apple II programmer. The home 




computing revolution was booming, 




and software stores were no longer 




exclusively just outlets for operating 




systems and business applications, but also places where a 




dazzling array of gaming titles were crowding store shelves. 




Electronic Arts and Sierra On-Line, two soon-to-be software 




publishing giants, already enjoyed household recognition 




among enthusiasts. The appearance of both Sir-Tech’s 

Wizardry: 




Proving Grounds 

and Origin Systems’ 

Ultima I: The First Age 




of Darkness 

in 1981 signaled that role-playing games not only 




could be successfully adapted into an electronic format, but 




had the potential to greatly expand the horizons of the entire 




gaming industry. 




“When I saw them take off, I was like, 

Wow! This is amaz- 




ing! 

I could get the perfect RPG experience out of a computer 




game without having to wait for six people to get together 




on a Saturday. I could do a hundred battles in the same time 




it would take to do one with pen 




and paper.” While Caneghem was 




enthralled with playing both of 




these groundbreaking computer 




role-playing games, a.k.a. CRPGs, 




he found himself growing dissatisfied 




that the computer wasn’t allowing 




him to do things that he knew were perfectly reasonable and 




technically possible. Why weren’t they letting him do what he 




wanted? As his dissatisfaction grew into outright annoyance, 




he realized the only way he could get the game experience he 




wanted was to dive into game development himself. 




Before he could start creating the worlds of 

Might & Magic, 




Caneghem would first have to master 

assembly, 

the programming 




language which was being predominantly used for the Apple 




II computer. At the time, there were no ready-made game 




development tools like Unity or Unreal. If a designer wanted 




to create a new game, they had to build absolutely 

everything 




from scratch. “The first year of development was just teaching 




myself how to code. Every day I had to learn how to make the 




simplest things. One day it would be about drawing a dot on 




the screen, or reading something from the hard drive, or making 




a sound come out of the speaker, or getting things to load and 




display, or read the keyboard. I could think of design ideas ten 




times faster than I could figure out how to code them, so it took 




me a lot longer than I expected.” 




At times he would grow frustrated with the limitations of 




the machine, and about the amount of time it was taking for 




“What I loved most about D&D 




was the game system, and the game 




mechanics, and the stories, and the 




adventure, and the exploring.” 




ABOVE: 

Might & Magic Book One: Secret of the Inner Sanctum 

by Jon Van 




Caneghem. Published by New World Computing in 1986. This was another of the 




"scenes" that could be viewed from the game's title screen. 




THE WIZARDRY CONNECTION 




Wizardry: Proving Grounds of the Mad 




Overlord 

was a revolutionary computer 




game released in September of 1981. 




Created by Andy Greenberg and Robert 




Woodhead, it was the first attempt to 




replicate the party-oriented mechanics of 




Dungeons & Dragons (previous games 




from other developers only allowed for 




the control of one player character). It was 




also the first CRPG to allow for players 




to choose the race and class of their 




characters which influenced their abilities 




during exploration and combat. 




Wizardry I’s 

graphics were minimalistic, 




featuring wireframe-walled corridors and 




motionless monsters that materialized from 




nowhere. Attacks were heralded by a tinny 




sound from the Apple II’s primitive speaker, 




and a small color picture of the offending 




creature was displayed in the upper-left 




corner of the screen. 




While 

Might & Magic 

would diff- 




erentiate itself and surpass Greenberg 




and Woodhead’s creation in popularity, 




Caneghem was clearly inspired by their 




groundbreaking dungeon crawler, with the 




resemblances between the two most evident 




in side-by-side comparisons. 
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development, but he also found that the drawbacks could be 




liberating. “It kind of set some good boundaries. I knew that, 




okay, this is what I’ve got to play with. Sometimes it makes your 




job easier because I can’t do everything. But this is what I can do. 




I can work with this right here.” 




When it came to creating the actual content of the game 




itself, Caneghem was in more familiar territory. The mechanics 




of pen-and-paper role-playing games were already well known 




not only to himself but also to 




his potential future audience. 




“I always had D&D to look 




to for inspiration about how 




characters and equipment should 




work. I knew that it would be an 




adventure, and you’d play it out 




on a map, just like in a regular 




role-playing game. And there would be stories and kings and 




background and lore, and you’d find text blurbs everywhere that 




would tell you what was going on.” 




For three years, he’d work on 

Might & Magic 

alone in his 




apartment, ultimately creating everything that would go into 




the game. “It was a lot like being a book author. You were one 




hundred percent in control of the words in your story, and there 




was something very satisfying in that.” 




With the game complete, the next challenge was to find a 




way to get it into the hands of players, but once again Caneghem 




was swimming in unfamiliar waters. His studies at UCLA had 




prepared him for a career in math, not in business, and he had no 




experience with packaging, marketing, or advertising 

anything, 




and certainly not an oddball product like a computer game. 




He worked his way through a chain of experts, learning the 




ropes of hiring artists, creating the game box, having it printed, 




having the disks duplicated and at last having everything packed 




together and shrink-wrapped. When he needed to create an 




ad, he turned to an agency in Santa Monica owned by family 




friends, and they kindly explained how it all worked and helped 




him with the creation and placement of a 

Might & Magic 

ad in 




the December 1986 issue of 

Computer Gaming World. 




Caneghem was the sole member of his original salesforce, 




taking orders directly from the 800 line he’d advertised in 




Computer Gaming World. 

“The phone for the 800 line was in 




my living room, and I was the one taking the calls. I’d write 




down the credit card number, fold up a box with copies of 

Might 




& Magic, 

and the UPS guy would pick up five or ten boxes at 




a time. Soon the retail stores began calling and they’d say, ‘Hey, 




people are asking about this game. We don’t have it. Will you 




send twenty units to this one particular store?’ After that, the 




distributors started calling, and I was selling quite a few directly 




to stores like Best Buy and Software Etc.” 




As the buzz began to spread about 

Might & Magic, 




publishers began to take notice of the homegrown RPG, but 




Caneghem was unimpressed by the lowball offers coming his 




way. “I’d approached some of the big publishers like Sierra 




On-Line and MicroProse and EA even before I’d finished the 




game, but every one of them gave me the same line: ‘If you were 




an established developer, you might make as much as a dollar 




or two a game!’ Even after I opened the 800 line, I was getting 




the same spiel from people, the same terrible deal.” 




After a month of selling the game out of his home, he at 




last was contacted by a publisher that he felt saw the game’s real 




potential, and was willing to strike a mutually beneficial deal. 




“The vice president of Activision 




phoned from the airport in 




Chicago and said they’d like to 




discuss their new affiliate label 




program with me. 

Great! 

I had 




no idea what that was, but they 




flew me up to San Francisco to 




talk about it.” The proposed deal 




was a significant improvement over those that had been offered 




before. Activision had a large salesforce and was capable of 




getting placements in stores all across the country, but they 




had more shelf space than they had games, and they wanted to 




fill some of them with 

Might & Magic. 

All they wanted was a 




twenty percent cut of the game’s profits, and they would handle 




all the distribution while Caneghem was still responsible for the 




boxes, the advertising, and the customer service. “It was fantastic 




from a financial point of view. They made their first order for 




fifty thousand units.” 




ABOVE: 

The 

Might & Magic 

ad, placed in placed in issue #33, December 1986, 




of 

Computer Gaming World, 

arguably the most influential US computer gaming 




magazine of its time. 




“At times he would grow frustrated 




with the limitations of the machine, and 




about the amount of time it was taking 




for development, but he also found that 




the drawbacks could be liberating.” 
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ABOVE: 

Cover of 

Might & Magic Book One: The Secret Sanctum, 

released by New World Computing in 1986. 




Filling Activision’s staggering order meant that Caneghem 




could no longer go it alone. He needed as many hands as 




he could get on deck at his fledgling company, New World 




Computing. From among his old group of tabletop gaming 




friends and fellow Apple II enthusiasts, he found a small but 




devoted army who were eager to turn their love of gaming into 




a steady job. 




Mark Caldwell was employee number one, and over time 




would play a very important role not only in the development 




of the 

Heroes of Might & Magic 

franchise, but in the day- 




to-day management of Caneghem’s company. He vividly 




remembered how the Activision deal affected the birth of 




New World. “Our very first check was for like $964,000, and 




we literally put it on the copy machine. We made photocopies 




of it. We were putting it on the wall for the two of us.” Around 




the same time, Caneghem and Caldwell would be joined by 




Ronald Spitzer, another gaming buddy who would become 




the chief financial officer. 




The scale of the work that needed to be done could no longer 




be handled out of Caneghem’s apartment, so the hunt began for 




more suitable facilities. “When it became clear we were gonna 




do some business, we started looking for office space between 




our apartments and found a place on Calvert Street in Van Nuys, 




right between a Sherwin Williams paint store and a little office 
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SERIES-US BUSINESS 




The original run of 

Might & Magic 

games 




produced by Jon Van Caneghem at New 




World Computing chronicled the fallout 




from an epic cosmic battle between a mys- 




terious race of presumably benevolent planet 




seeders known as the Ancients, and a second 




race of antagonistic demonic creatures called 




the Kreegan, with every title building on the 




story premise first laid down in the original 




game. This mixture of science and fantasy 




would be a hallmark of the series that set it 




apart from rivals like 

Wizardry 

and 

Ultima. 




The setting for the first five games in the 




series would shift between five locations— 




VARN-4, CRON, Terra, and Xeen—then 




settle on the planet Enroth for 

Might & 




Magics 

VI–VIII. The 

Might & Magic 

fran- 




chise’s move to Ubisoft would come with a 




narrative reset, and the new fantasy setting 




of Ashan would be used both for 

Might & 




Magic X 

and 

Heroes of Might & Magic episodes 




V–VII. 

In 2025, 

Heroes of Might and Magic: 




Olden Era 

would return the setting to Enroth. 
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mall kind of a place,” Caldwell recalled. “When you walked in, 




there was a little reception area, a conference room, two offices, 




and a big area that started off as the warehouse and eventually 




became QA. We eventually expanded into the place next door, 




which actually became the new warehouse. But we played a lot 




of games in there.” Caneghem 




remembered their first location 




as being less than ideal. “The 




warehouse in Van Nuys was in a 




terrible neighborhood, a definite 




I don’t want to be here outside at 




night 

type of thing.” His reaction 




was hardly surprising. Even in the 




daytime, Van Nuys could be sketchy. Many of the apartments and 




businesses in the surrounding neighborhood had bars in their 




windows, or were surrounded by walls topped with concertina 




wire. Until the arrival of New World, the area had the dubious 




reputation as the porn production capital of the world. 




Once all the pieces for 

Might & Magic 

began to arrive, it was 




up to the hard-working team at New World to get the orders ready 




to ship. Pizzas and beer kept the operation floating while they 




stuffed manuals and disks into boxes before handing everything 




off to Caldwell, considered to be the company’s resident shrink- 




wrapping expert. “I ended up forklifting everything. I’d run down 




to United Sales, rent the fork, drive the forklift down Van Nuys 




Boulevard—’cause it was only a couple of blocks away—offload 




all the trucks that would show up, 




then drive it back down and drop 




it off again.” 




“Initially I’d been borrowing 




a forklift from a company that 




was in our same complex there. 




As a thank-you, I brought them a 




copy of 

Might & Magic 

one time 




and tried to drop it off with the receptionist. A guy comes over 




and he’s shaking his head no, and the receptionist hands it back 




saying, ‘I’m so sorry, we can’t accept this gift. We’re religious, and 




we don’t believe in this. Computer games are evil.’” 




As the sales of 

Might & Magic 

continued to skyrocket, 




Activision prevailed upon the young company to port their 




popular CRPG to the Commodore 64, IBM, and Macintosh 




platforms. Caneghem was more than happy to do it because 




ABOVE: 

Mark Caldwell (left) and Jon Van Caneghem (right) go over a production agenda at New World Computing. 




“From his old group of tabletop 




gaming friends and fellow Apple II 




enthusiasts, he found a small but devoted 




army who were eager to turn their love 




of gaming into a steady job.” 




ABOVE: 

These scenes can be accessed from the 

Might and Magic 

title screen, and serve to electrify and inform the player before they start their journey. 
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the deal enabled New World to grow, but his company had 




not been founded simply to fill orders or to continue to 




shell out new versions of the same game. “There was a lot 




of demand from players. We needed a new game if we’re 




gonna keep this going, so the obvious choice was to make 




a sequel.” It would have been relatively easy to make a new 




game that was simply a retread of the original, but Caneghem 




understood that players would be expecting more. “We’d 




learned a lot with some of the programmers we brought on, 




and figured out new things we could do graphically that we 




didn’t know how to do before. We could do better graphics, 




better sounds, better ways to store things, we could create 




bigger adventures . . . all sorts of stuff. And we not only had 




more hands to write code, but I was bringing aboard 

real 




artists, and writers, and sound people. It stopped being a 




one-person experience and became more like making a movie 




with different people handling different specializations.” 




Among those fresh faces who would help bring 

Might & 




Magic II 

to life was Nicholas Beliaeff. He was a buddy of both 




Caneghem and CFO Ronald Spitzer, having gotten to know 




them both over tabletop battles of Diplomacy and Axis & 




Allies. After learning that Beliaeff had played 

Might & Magic 




I 

all the way through and was free over the summer following 




his first year in university, Spitzer invited him to join New 




World in customer service. He became employee number six. 




Beliaeff rolled his eyes at the memory. “So embryonic.” 




Barely a month into his stint handling customer service 




calls, Beliaeff recalled the exact point at which he received 




ABOVE: 

From the official 

Might & Magic I 

Cluebook by Mark Caldwell and Jon 




Van Caneghem. Illustration by Kenneth Mayfield. 




MIRTH & MYTHOS 




Semi-inspired by an episode of the original 

Star Trek 




series entitled “For the World Is Hollow and I Have 




Touched the Sky,” the pre-Ubisoft era 

of Might & 




Magic 

freely mixed technology with magic to create 




its own brand of science fantasy (though with a much 




heavier emphasis on the latter than on the former). 




Frequently laced with challenging puzzles, the 




series featured many mind-bending riddles which 




forced players to “think outside the box.” The first 




game, 

Might & Magic I: Secret of the Inner Sanctum, 




required that players pay very careful attention as 




they were mapping out the maddening Soul Maze. 




The answer to a puzzle they had to solve to exit the 




maze was written out with the very walls of the maze 




itself. If the players were paying attention and turned 




the map upside down, they’d find the answer in the 




form of a comical little message, “Help! My Name 




Is Sheltem!” 




As well-known at the time for its sense of humor 




as for its clever conundrums, the 

Might & Magic 

epic 




frequently commented on popular culture and on itself. 




Puns and jokes often popped up in the games, so players 




were never too surprised to find themselves facing 




monsters with names like Quizinarts, or a character 




like Carrion who is looking for his “wayward son,” a 




reference to the classic rock hit “Carry On Wayward 




Son” by Kansas. 




Original series designer Jon Van Caneghem 




recalled that sometimes he allowed the silliness to 




get out of hand. “We had an item called the +7 Loin 




Cloth. You had to deliver it to a guy called the Long 




One. Sometimes when I was at game conventions, 




I’d have someone ask, ‘Where do I take the +7 Loin 




Cloth?’ and I’d have reply with a straight face, ‘You’ve 




got to find the Long One.’” 




As the 

Might & Magic 

series progressed, the 




goofiness and sci-fi elements of the earlier games 




were set aside to introduce a new narrative universe. 




Thematically designed for a new generation of players, 




Ashan was a grim and dark world free of technology, 




and would become the unified setting for 

Might & 




Magic X 

and the 

Heroes of Might & Magic V–VII 

series 




of games before the series’ return to Enroth. 
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