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An early APL gaming culture left behind a rich treasure trove of artifacts now readily accessible to code archaeologists. Early issues of Quote Quad contained APL implementations of Poker, Target, Conway’s Game of Life, and Tic Tac Toe. A game called Pico-Fumi is found in the Proceedings of the Fifth International APL Users' Conference (May 1973). Gaming historians digging through program listings on MTS systems running on IBM System/360s will uncover a resource management game called Kingdom written in APL. An issue of the I. P. Sharp newsletter called for submissions of WARI (Mancala) playing programs. The submitted entries then fought a series of battles, and the winners were reported in a follow-up issue.

I.P. Sharp newsletters from the late 1970’s document a 91 FUNSPACE workspace, and track the evolution of 92 GAMES, which included ELIZA, STARTREK, SPACEWAR, GAMBLE, SNIM, WARGAMES, WORDGAMES, MASTERMIND, QUADGT, WUMPUSHUNT, and a game called “Bridge Hands”.

The I.P. Sharp Public Workspaces Catalogue entry for 92 GAMES from 1981 lists “tictactoe, blackjack, showdown poker, slot machine, craps, horserace, supernim, gunfire games, hangman, scramble, and finite-state machine, nim, mastermind, wumpus, and quadgit.” It also includes 93 LIFE: “This workspace contains Life, a solitaire game involving a world in which cells live and die according to a few simple rules. The rules have been chosen to make the behaviour of the cell population quite interesting.”

The MCM/70’s APL library LIB/70 included a “Fun and Games Library” in 1974 consisting of “several games, such as HOR (HORSE, possibly the world’s earliest game implemented on a microcomputer), HAN (HANGMAN), GUN, etc.” Reviewing the tape, one also finds the source code to games like Moo, Craps, and Blackjack.

Back then, it was common to type in programs from print media. A Lunar Lander game appears in the APL-themed August 1977 issue of Byte magazine, immediately following Ken Iverson’s article “Understanding APL.” Type-in programs were published in magazines, like Creative Computing and Compute’s Gazette, and in books of games written in BASIC by authors like David Ahl and Tim Hartnell. BASIC was built into the microcomputers used in schools, Apple IIs and Commodore PETs, and in homes, Timex/Sinclair 1000s, Commodore 64s, and Atari 800XLs.

David Ahl explained in an interview: “BASIC was the only widely available interactive language. Smalltalk? Lisp? Logo? MUMPS? They didn't stand a chance against BASIC.” Steve Wozniak recalls his motivation for writing Integer BASIC for the Apple computer: “There was a book out, 101 BASIC Computer Games, and Bill Gates had written in BASIC. So I said: You've got to have these games; it's going to be the heart of a computer that's worth anything to people...”

But with BASIC everywhere, many critics lamented the harm such a questionable language would inflict on vulnerable programming populations. Early use of BASIC was said to leave one “mentally mutilated beyond hope of regeneration.” Did learning such a poorly crafted tool of thought first leave malleable young minds permanently misshapen? To what extent did the use of BASIC represent a lost opportunity to introduce the microcomputer generation to structured programming?

What if, by a twist of fate, instead of BASIC, APL had been the language built into home microcomputers? What if an APL workspace had greeted programmers instead of the BASIC prompt? Like BASIC, APL is interpreted and well-suited to writing games. The Waterloo APL disk for the Commodore SuperPET shipped with a version of MASTERMIND, and the APL/Z80 disk included an implementation of Conway’s Game of Life.

So what might an APL games book have looked like, if APL had been the standard built-in language? These books explore APL in the spirit of learning the language by writing some of those games. This series will examine APL variants running on the Umtech VideoBrain, the Commodore SuperPET, the Commodore 64 and C128, and the MCM/70.
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The 1977 Umtech VideoBrain’s programming language offering, The Computational Language cartridge, provided users with an interactive APL/S workspace with 920 bytes of free memory. All user programs and data, including variables and arrays, needed to fit into this tiny workspace. Numbers were stored as 4-byte floating points, with program keywords and variable references stored as single byte tokens.

Working within this very small workspace can be a challenge, especially when including visualization techniques provided by the primitive bar graph facility. Most of the games in this book use the bar graph feature in some way. Many of these games use almost every single byte of memory. Part of the fun in writing games for the VideoBrain is to see if you can squeeze in just one more feature, like adding leap year handling code to the clock calendar program. Sometimes a little space can be freed up by leaving initial variable assignments out of the program, and only typing them in before running it, or by shortening text strings used in output. The APL/S language is a good choice for code golfing.

Using MAME makes program development a lot easier, since you may save and load games using the debugger. The debugger can be used to examine memory and the stack. MAME even lets you speed up the system by skipping frames. You can remap keys, and I found the ‘A’ key needed to be remapped to the ‘.’ key since the real ‘A’ key was inexplicably showing up as
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