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		GAME OVER

		Games are popular art, collective, social reactions to the main drive or action of any culture. [They] … are extensions of social man and of the body politic.…

		As extensions of the popular response to the workaday stress, games become faithful models of a culture. They incorporate both the action and the reaction of whole populations in a single dynamic image.… The games of a people reveal a great deal about them.

		
			—MARSHALL MCLUHAN   
Understanding Media:
The Extensions of Man
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		Most people think video games are kids’ stuff, and it is true that in “Super Mario Bros. 3,” mushrooms give super strength, enemies have names such as Morton Koopa, Jr., and a pudgy, suspendered hero jumps on the heads of Little Goombas. Yet behind “Super Mario Bros. 3,” a video game played on the Nintendo Entertainment System (NES), is a business that is very grown-up indeed. In America alone, revenues for that one game have topped $500 million; in the field of entertainment, only the movie ET has grossed more.

		In the video-game market, where shooting and mass destruction were the norm, the first “Super Mario Bros.” game created a revolution in 1985 by introducing elements not often associated with computer terminals and controllers: wit and humor. Mario, the main character, made an unlikely hero—a plumber who can wisely choose to avoid enemies as well as to confront them. In this whimsical world, bright green and red mushrooms make Mario grow taller and more powerful. There are bomb-hurling mice, waltzing cacti, and turtles who can use their shells as missiles. Surprises that give players more time and extra lives lurk in the most unlikely places. Children, who loved the characters and became ensnared in the maze of the game, which was replete with Pavlovian rewards and punishments and carefully programmed increases in challenge, were captivated.

		When “Super Mario Bros. 2” was released, the beloved characters from the original game trekked through new cartoon scenery. This time they confronted foes not with cannon or lasers but with turnips, carrots, and pumpkins. Thus equipped, players headed into uncharted waters, where perseverance, wit, luck, and interminable hours of practice counted for everything. “Super Mario 2,” like its predecessor, was a great equalizer. The game gave kids the sort of power they couldn’t get anywhere else. It was safe for them to make mistakes while playing, because there was always another chance. The things that ordinarily made kids popular at school were not important when they were playing. Also, they had found an arena in which they could beat the pants off their parents, not to mention confound them with an incomprehensible vernacular (“I’m in the second world of the Sub-Con, but I can’t get past the miniboss”).

		Months before it appeared on the market, there were rumors about the next “Super Mario Bros.” sequel, but no one saw it until, in the winter of 1989, a movie hit the nation’s theaters. The Wizard was less a piece of art than a one-hundred-minute advertisement for Nintendo that millions of families paid to see (it grossed $14 million). The excitement in movie theaters was palpable when kids realized they were glimpsing the latest Mario game, complete with new bells and whistles: Mario could don a raccoon disguise and—best—could fly.

		Kids spread the word on playgrounds and in schools. Legions of parents were strong-armed by eight-year-olds. The pressure was enormous to be among the first to own “Super Mario Bros. 3.”

		Some parents remained oblivious and others refused to bend to the pressure, but many millions succumbed. “Super Mario Bros. 3” would sell more copies than any video game in history—7 million in the United States and 4 million in Japan. By record-industry standards, “SMB3” went platinum eleven times. Michael Jackson is one of the few artists to have accomplished that feat.

		The money earned from its video games and the NES system that played them transformed Nintendo into one of the world’s most profitable companies. By 1991 Nintendo had supplanted Toyota as Japan’s most successful company, based on the indices of growth potential, profitability, penetration of foreign and domestic markets, and stock performance. Nintendo made more for its shareholders and paid higher dividends between 1988 and 1992 than almost any other company traded on the Tokyo Stock Exchange.

		Nintendo’s profits per employee were consistently greater than those of any other Japanese company (excluding finance, stock, and insurance companies). Fujitsu, with profits similar to Nintendo’s, had 50,000 employees. Nintendo had 850. Nintendo, in 1991, earned about $1.5 million per employee. Internationally, Nintendo employed some 5,000 people. That year Sony, with 50,000 employees, earned $400 million less than Nintendo. By 1992, the company was consistently earning pre-tax profits of more than a billion dollars a year.

		The multitentacled video-game business swelled to consume larger and larger segments of the entertainment and consumer-electronics industries as well as the toy industry.

		In the entertainment business, Nintendo had become a force that could not be ignored. In early 1992, the company profited more than all the American movie studios combined and the three television networks combined.

		The consumer-electronics industry watched as the Nintendo Entertainment System, in just five short years, was brought into more than a third of the households in the United States and Japan. Although twice as many homes had VCRs, the movie-playing machines were made by various companies, while one company alone made all the Nintendo machines. Moreover, the VCR companies sold just the machines, not the videotapes that played on them. Nintendo, on the other hand, was making hefty profits from an ever-expanding list of games in addition to the machines to play them on. Consumer-electronics giants like Sony and Matsushita Electric Industrial finally woke up to the fact that by the turn of the century, consumer-hardware companies would be archaic if they had no involvement in software. In a game of catch-up, Sony bought Columbia Pictures and Matsushita purchased MCA, the American movie-and-entertainment giant—attempts to wrest some participation in the entertainment software market.

		Nintendo had completely blindsided the American computer industry, too. The founders of the personal-computer revolution had predicted in the early eighties that computers would soon be commonplace in most homes, like toasters. Yet a decade after the personal computer was launched, only 24 million American homes had them—almost 10 million fewer than had Nintendo systems. Worldwide, there were about an equal number of Nintendo systems and PCs, some 50 to 60 million. As with VCRs, the PCs were manufactured by dozens of companies; less than 10 percent were made by the number-one PC company, IBM. With the exception of a growing number of illegal pirate versions coming out of Hong Kong and Taiwan, just one company manufactured and sold all the Nintendo systems. The huge Japanese computer company NEC and a video-arcade-game company, Sega, tried to compete with Nintendo, but in spite of investments in the hundreds of millions of dollars, they shared less than 10 to 15 percent of the market through 1991. Companies such as Apple and IBM looked over their shoulders and saw Nintendo on their heels. When Apple Computer president Michael Spindler was asked in March 1991 which computer company Apple feared most in the 1990s, he answered, “Nintendo.”

		The computer industry understood why Nintendo had a jump on them: Nintendo had predicated its entire strategy on the control of both hardware and software. In 1991, Apple and IBM announced an alliance to take on Microsoft, the software giant. In 1992, IBM also announced an alliance with Time Warner. Like the consumer-electronics companies, the computer-hardware giants realized that to remain competitive, they needed access to and control of software. The software edge would become particularly important in the looming battle for shares in the next technological revolution—multimedia and networking. That industry, which combines computer power with home-entertainment systems, integrating television, video recorders, CD sound systems, and the telephone, was judged by the Los Angeles Times to be worth a mind-boggling $3.5 trillion annually by the next century. The question was which company would become the Maytag of home computers in the potentially mammoth industry.

		Did Nintendo have the foresight and wherewithal—and sheer temerity—to be that ambitious? Evidence that it did was hidden in the belly of the NES unit.

		On the bottom of the innocuous, gray game-playing machine was a panel. When it was removed, a computer cable connector was revealed. A two-way doorway to the main processor, this port allowed the Nintendo system to work as a terminal that could be connected to a modem, a keyboard, or auxiliary storage devices. The Nintendo system was rolled into living rooms by children who welcomed (and worshiped) it as a game, while inside it lurked the potential to be transformed into the integral component of the largest electronic network in the country. With a phone line plugged into it, the Nintendo system could be used to shop, call up movie reviews, buy pork bellies, do research, make airline reservations, and order a pizza.

		The machine’s greater possibilities were first tapped in Japan when Nintendo announced the Family Computer Communications Network System. A similar network planned for the United States had the potential to dwarf the Prodigy network (a joint venture of IBM and Sears Roebuck), the most-used network in the country, which had only 1.3 million subscribers by January 1992.

		Nintendo’s success had an enormous impact on numerous industries worldwide. Besides the competing hardware companies, more than a hundred companies that made video games rode the Nintendo wave. In 1992 they had worldwide sales of 170 million cartridges, at an average cost of $40 each—almost $7 billion worth.

		Once it became clear that the huge video-game market showed no signs of disappearing, all kinds of companies began lining up to become licensed producers of Nintendo-compatible games. Companies such as Electronic Arts and Software Toolworks, which made only games on floppy disks for computers, had tried to hold out, but Nintendo became too big to ignore. They signed up, as did some entertainment companies, including Lucasfilm and Disney (through another company called Capcom). Companies that were already cleaning up with coin-operated video games set up in arcades, malls, bowling alleys, and pizza parlors entered the Nintendo business too, adapting their hit arcade titles to the home system.

		Other companies affected by Nintendo’s success were outside the video-game industry. Since computer chips were used in both the Nintendo hardware and software (the game cartridges contained special chips), Nintendo used more of certain kinds of semiconductors than any other company in Japan. Nintendo products accounted for more than 3 percent of total Japanese semiconductor production in 1991.

		Quietly, Nintendo sailed past stalwart American corporations such as IBM, Disney, and Apple Computer, not only in profitability but also in impact on American culture. In the last part of the twentieth century, leaps in technology ushered in a new era in which children and a substantial part of the culture as a whole would be more influenced by interactive electronic media—in their simplest form, video games—than by television, which had defined the previous generation. The signs of the first Nintendo generation appeared as early as 1989 and 1990. A study by Nielsen Media Research, the company that monitors television viewing, showed that within a particular age group more kids were playing Nintendo than were watching the major children’s TV network, Nickelodeon, at certain times on certain days of the week. Kids already spent more time in electronic environments (TV, radio, records) than they did in school or talking with friends or parents. Some of them were spending an additional two hours a day on Nintendo.

		Even during the hours when kids weren’t playing video games, they were being showered with the culture of Nintendo. Television cartoon shows based on Nintendo games and characters were watched by more kids than any other TV programs. Other cartoon shows (including The Simpsons, Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, Chip ’N Dale Rescue Rangers, and Duck Tales) became Nintendo games. A record of Nintendo songs and a feature film were developed; there were Nintendo magazines, books, videos, cereals, note-books, drinking mugs, T-shirts, board games, puzzles, dolls, wall-paper, and bed sheets. Nintendo infiltrated every conceivable market until the question was not whether Nintendo’s invasion would succeed but what the invaders would leave in their wake.

		What, asked parents, teachers, and sociologists, were the long-term effects of so much game playing on kids’ self-images, relationships, and social skills? How did Nintendo affect learning? Did the games encourage violence? Did they empower kids or make them passive? Did the impact vary among different age groups and genders?

		Some saw video games as insidious hypnotizers and mind destroyers; others viewed them as training tools for the cybernetic world of the future. One proponent claimed that children who excelled at one game, “Tetris,” scored higher on intelligence tests.

		Besides the attempts to figure out the effect of Nintendo’s invasion, there was also a great deal of intellectualizing about why Nintendo had become so pervasive. In an essay in the San Francisco Examiner’s Image magazine in September 1991, “Condemned to Be Mario: The Video-game Plumber as Existential Hero,” Scott Rosenberg wrote, “Mario is a character, a dumpy fellow with a big mustache; but he is also a stand-in, your iconic representation in the video universe.… If millions of children and adults have melded with Mario … it may not be simply a matter of our shortening attention spans, our craving for novelty or our susceptibility to expensive ad campaigns. It may be that in Mario’s fate—stuck in a world not of his own choosing, charged with a nearly impossible mission, doomed to perish sooner or later, yet free while he lives to grow, learn, slay demons and stop to smell the Fire Flowers—people are catching a crude, bright, hypnotic reflection of their own lives.” Or maybe it was just the ad campaign.

		One thing was inarguable, however. Nintendo had successfully entered the collective consciousness. “Q” ratings, which indicate the popularity of politicians, movie stars, and other public figures based on controlled surveys, showed that in 1990 the Nintendo mascot, Super Mario, was more recognized by American children than Mickey Mouse. How significant was the news? Uncle Walt Disney and Mickey Mouse were as American as—well, nothing was more American than Walt and Mickey. The idea that Mario had become more popular than Mickey was to some a travesty that signaled the next phase of the Japanese invasion. Japan had already captured America’s wallets. The country’s minds—beginning with children’s minds—were next.

		Nintendo had become Japan’s biggest cultural export. Indeed, whereas the rest of the world devoured Japanese hardware—cars, Walkmans, TVs—Japanese “software,” such as movies, books, art, and music, had little impact outside Japan. The exception was video games. The most widely known Japanese cultural ambassador was Mario and with him came a new set of values.

		Generations of children had been imbued with Mickey’s message: We play fair and we work hard and we’re in harmony.… M-I-C … See you real soon. K-E-Y … Why? Because we like you … Mario imparted other values: Kill or be killed. Time is running out. You are on your own. Donald Katz, in a February 1990 Esquire magazine article, observed that the lesson from Mario is “there’s always somebody bigger and more powerful than you are [and] … even if you kill the bad guys and save the girl—eventually you will die.”

		Oh no! Not again! At the end of summer 1991, the children of America heard that the sequel to “Super Mario Bros. 3” was on its way. For their parents, this was even more terrible news than the last time, because Nintendo had also introduced an entire new video-game system more powerful and of course more expensive than the original. “Super Mario Bros. 4” would play only on the new Super Nintendo System.

		In Japan, kids swamped stores to get their Super systems as soon as it was released. Most of them went home empty-handed; the game sold out in three days. Stores illegally parceled them out, sometimes inflating the prices, other times forcing buyers to purchase additional products if they wanted a Super Nintendo System.

		In the United States, in the midst of a recession, Nintendo was less confident that the $200 Super NES would sell. By 1991, some observers of the video-game industry, noting slower sales and gloomier projections, suggested (almost gleefully) that kids seemed to be cooling off to Nintendo—that this might be the beginning of Goliath’s fall. But Nintendo had no intention of going gently. To push the new system, Nintendo packaged “Super Mario Bros. 4,” which went under the name “Super Mario World,” together with the Super Nintendo hardware, like the prize in a box of Frosted Flakes.

		Soon the playgrounds were abuzz with news about “Super Mario World.” Even those children who had grown bored with the original Nintendo system were excited, encouraged by the company’s $25 million ad campaign. Parents, who had watched with relief as their children’s fanaticism for Nintendo seemed to be fading, were greeted with a new wave of fervor. “Dad,” the children enthused, “you won’t believe what Mario can do now …” In October 1991, Nintendo issued a press release titled “Nintendo Loyalists Put Long-term Entertainment Value Ahead of Short-term Budget Cuts,” in which it was reported that the Super NES was selling at a rate of twelve units every retail minute, or one every five seconds. In spite of the recession and all the gloom and doom, Nintendo projected that 1992 would be its biggest year yet, with sales in America topping $4.7 billion.
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		In the eastern part of Kyoto, the ancient Japanese capital city, near the famous Heian shrine, is a slumbering side street now called Higashi-ogi. In the fifteenth century, it was a pathway of hard-packed dirt that led to the Shogoin Gotenso, the summer castle of the emperor. Across from the castle stood the home of the emperor’s special doctor.

		Centuries later, this home was bought by Fusajiro Yamauchi. The Yamauchis would live there for generations, behind an immense gate held together with large bolts and rusted diamond-shaped brackets. The huge metal hinges that hold it up are serpents, attached to beams more than a cubic foot thick. The gate, which has survived for five hundred years, locks shut with a heavy cross-bar.

		In the year Heisei 4 (1992), the gate is still flanked by a high fence that winds around the perimeter of the Yamauchi property. The fence is crowned with coils of razor wire, iron spikes with dagger points, and deadly-sharp bamboo spears. Their purpose is unambiguous.

		Inside is a pathway made of flat stones. Immediately to the right is a two-story guardhouse the size of a child’s treehouse. By the pathway across from the guardhouse are flagstones that have been set in the earth for centuries, all but buried by velvety moss. They lead to the center of a lush and tangled garden of small foot-bridges, a patchwork quilt of textures and greens: feather-leafed bonsai, sculpted, dome-shaped bushes, and gold-flecked field grasses. Amid the green are cabernet-red maples that seem aflame.

		Hidden throughout the foliage are a lantern, a bronze crane, and a stone shrine. Overgrown pathways coil through the garden, which was once rigidly tended, corralled in, immaculate, until the current generation of Yamauchis let it grow wilder.

		One path through the garden leads to a teahouse with sliding cedar-framed paper doors and floors of straw tatami mats. Generations of Yamauchis prepared the tea ceremony there. Now it is a storage closet filled with boxes and mattresses.

		Behind the garden is the residence, a traditional home built in the style of a Japanese temple. Homes in Japan are measured not in square feet or meters but in tatami mats—the book-thick, rectangular sections of sweet-smelling, woven straw. In past generations, wealth was measured by the number of mats (each smaller than a twin bed) in a family’s home. The average home has eight or ten tatamis; the Yamauchi home has 152.

		The rooms are partitioned by shoji screens, and the walls that look onto the garden are floor-to-ceiling glass, outlined by dark, weathered wood. Newer beige stucco clay covers some walls, but the peaked roof is finished with aged gray-blue tiles in the pattern of a choppy sea. Around the periphery the tiles have circular faces carved with the symbol of balance and harmony, the intertwined teardrops, yin and yang.

		Fusajiro Yamauchi was an artist and craftsman during the Meiji period, at the end of the time that Western civilization describes as the nineteenth century.

		Yamauchi, reputed to be fair, good-humored, and skillful, made karuta, playing cards. The Portuguese and Dutch had brought card games to Japan as long as 350 years ago, but the cards Yamauchi made had more in common with ancient Japanese games that were played with intricately painted seashells. Hanafuda, or “flower cards,” smaller and thicker than Western cards, came to replace seashells, but the elaborate, richly colored images on them remained.

		Instead of number and picture cards, the forty-eight cards in a hanafuda deck were painted with a scheme of symbols: for example, a deer, the wind, a chrysanthemum, a boar, the moon. There were twelve suits, one for each month of the year. The pine and the crane, which in Japan symbolize long life and good fortune, represent January; the nightingale and plum-tree blossoms, February; cherry blossoms, March, and so on through the year to the winter-blooming paulownia, with its fragrant clusters of violet flowers, for December. Individual cards within the suits had symbols—rain with a poet, for example, a highly valued card, worth twenty points; or wisteria, more common, worth one.

		The most popular hanafuda game, matching flowers, appeared to be a simple game of matching images in order to make packs, but it could be as complex as bridge, and it was taken as seriously.

		Yamauchi founded Nintendo Koppai in Meiji 22 (1889), to produce and sell the handmade cards. The kanji characters he chose to make up the name of his new company—nin-ten-do—could be understood as “Leave luck to heaven,” or “Deep in the mind we have to do whatever we have to do.” The most common reading of it was “Work hard, but in the end it is in heaven’s hands.”

		Yamauchi made the paper for the flower cards in the traditional way, from the bark of mulberry, or mitsu-mata, trees. He pounded the bark into a paste and added clay to give it more weight. Thin layers were dried and pulled and shaped. The craftsman regarded paper as a living creature with a will of its own. Yamauchi fought with it until, at the end, it succumbed to his will, its new form.

		Several layers were pressed together until the rigid thickness of a hardback book cover was achieved. Yamauchi designed a wood-block printing system to emboss the outline of the individual cards on a large sheet of the paper. He laid a series of stencils over the paper and, using luminous inks made from flower petals and berries, filled in the drawings. Backgrounds were red. Grass was black. The full moon was left unpainted, the straw color of the paper. The pigments bled slightly together when they met, so each card seemed hand-dyed.

		Nintendo’s hanafuda cards, called Daitoryo (or President), became the most popular cards in the Kyoto region. They were sold in Nintendo’s shops in Kyoto and Osaka. Nintendo also made cards with different symbols that were sold in other regions. Kanto’s, for instance, had swords, mountains, and human beings.

		So long as hanafuda was solely a domestic amusement, Nintendo’s business remained small and only modestly profitable, but business increased when the flower cards began to be used for gambling. In the absence of horse or dog racing or sports pools, the yakuza, Japan’s equivalent of the Mafia, operated high-stakes games of hanafuda in casino-like parlors. Nintendo profited handsomely, since professional players would begin each new game with a fresh deck, discarding the old one. To keep up with the demand, Fusajiro Yamauchi trained apprentices to mass-produce the cards.

		He expanded his business again in 1907, when Nintendo became the first Japanese company to manufacture Western-style playing cards, which were becoming popular in Japan. Yamauchi, who had been selling his cards only in Nintendo’s shops, now needed greater distribution. He negotiated a deal with Japan Tobacco and Salt Public Corporation, the tobacco monopoly, and that company began selling Nintendo karuta in its cigarette shops throughout the country.

		It was a profitable arrangement. By the time Fusajiro was ready to retire, Nintendo was by far the largest Japanese playing-card company.

		Fusajiro Yamauchi had no son. If Nintendo was to remain in the family, Japanese tradition required that his daughter, Tei, marry a man who could take over for him. A marriage was arranged with a stern, hardworking student named Sekiryo Kaneda. He agreed to take the Yamauchi family name, as was custom if he wanted to enter his bride’s family’s business. In 1929, Sekiryo Yamauchi became Nintendo’s second president.

		Although Sekiryo and Tei’s home life was not easy (she stoically tolerated her husband’s philandering), they prospered. Sekiryo’s outside business passion was real estate, and the Yamauchis came to own a sizable portion of eastern Kyoto as Sekiryo worked to transform Nintendo.

		In 1933, he established a joint-venture corporation called Yamauchi-Nintendo and moved from the original, modest hanafuda shop in Kyoto to a ferroconcrete building he had constructed next door. In 1947, he created a distribution company called Marufuku to sell new varieties of modern, Western-style playing cards—pinochle and poker decks—with fancy backs. He built a sales force that called on small and large shops all over Japan. To produce the cards more quickly and efficiently (with paper bought from suppliers) he developed an assembly line of workers. Nintendo became an efficiently run business with a rigid, hierarchical management structure. Industrious managers, pressured to surpass the performance of their colleagues, were notoriously tough on subordinates.

		Sekiryo and Tei were the second generation of Yamauchis to have daughters but no sons. Kimi, their eldest, married Shikanojo Inaba, from a respected family of craftsmen. Like his father-in-law before him, Inaba adopted his wife’s surname and thereby became the heir apparent to Nintendo. It was assumed that Shikanojo Yamauchi would take over when Sekiryo retired.

		In 1927, Shikanojo and Kimi had a child, Hiroshi, the first Yamauchi male to be born in three generations. Hiroshi was five when Shikanojo ran away, abandoning his wife and son. The young boy was told that his father was worthless and deceitful. Nothing else was ever said of him.

		Disgraced, Kimi began divorce proceedings and moved in with her sister, leaving Hiroshi in the care of her parents. They reared him with the same iron fist with which they ran Nintendo. They attended to his education, his grooming, and his manners with equal severity. But Hiroshi rebelled, and the older he got, the more intractable he became.

		Arrogant and impudent, Hiroshi disregarded his grandparents as he grew into a balefully handsome and debonair gentleman who carried his small body with conceited sturdiness, his head jutting forward. He wore his thick hair back and his eyebrows swept downward around his dark eyes. Hiroshi dressed in expensive, well-tailored clothes. He kept his fingernails long, manicured, and polished. He was sullen and bitter, yet he disguised his moods with levity and a dust-dry wit. His temperament was the legacy of an absent father and his grandparents’ scorn.

		Hiroshi saw his mother on occasion, but Kimi, who never remarried, had become more like an aunt. She worked at Nintendo, where she ran a subsidiary that was involved in sales.

		Hiroshi Yamauchi never saw his father again. Shikanojo had brought shame and dishonor to the family, and when he returned, aged and ailing, desperate to see his only son, Hiroshi refused to speak to him.

		One day when Hiroshi was in his late twenties, his hair already graying, he heard from a half sister he didn’t know he had: their father had died of a stroke. She said Hiroshi should honor his father’s memory by attending the funeral.

		Yamauchi sat alone for a full day before deciding he would go.

		At the funeral, Hiroshi met his four half sisters, his father’s second wife, and an aunt he had never known. He was overwhelmed when his aunt told him he looked exactly like his father, and he wondered what else he had inherited from Shikanojo. He also wondered what price a son would have to pay for refusing to reconcile and forgive his father.

		Hiroshi grieved for months after the funeral. He cried freely; the death changed him, and a part of him never seemed to heal. Throughout the rest of his life, he made regular visits to Shikanojo’s grave.

		Hiroshi was sent to a preparatory school in Kyoto in 1940, and Sekiryo planned on sending him to a university to study law or engineering. But war came, and all lives in Japan were put on hold. During the war, Hiroshi’s grandmother, Tei, emerged as the leader of the Yamauchi family. The rest of the family would go underground when the air-raid sirens wailed through Kyoto nights, but Tei resolutely went about her business as if nothing was out of the ordinary.

		Tei would not consider allowing Hiroshi to enter the military. When the war began, he was too young to fight, and by the time he could have been called up, the tide had already turned and the Yamauchis knew that Japan would lose. To keep him safely out of the war, Tei made Hiroshi stay in school, and he was given an assignment in a military factory.

		Rice and other food were scarce; most people in the area survived on little but potatoes. Yamauchi, however, carried a precious rice lunch to work each day, from the stockpile in Tei’s pantry. During his lunch break, Hiroshi noticed that a supervisor was hungrily eyeing his rice. Hiroshi shared it with the man and was rewarded, that afternoon, with time off. Hiroshi went out to a field and took a nap. After that, Yamauchi brought two lunch boxes to work each day, one for himself and one for the supervisor, and each day he was excused from work.

		When the war ended in 1945, Yamauchi enrolled in Waseda University to study law. He also entered into a marriage arranged by his grandfather. His bride was Michiko Inaba (no relation to Shikanojo), a descendant of a very high-ranking samurai, loyal to the daimyo who lorded over Shikoku Island during the early Meiji period. This powerful and wealthy samurai had moved from Shikoku to Kyoto, where he married and took the Inaba name. He opened a small business, making delicate cloisonné pieces—Inaba cloisonné would become known throughout the world.

		In Japan, when a marriage was formally arranged, the couple’s parents would meet to discuss the match. However, because Hiroshi’s grandparents were making the match, the couple’s first date was a meeting of the two clans: the matchmaker was host to Sekiryo and Tei and Kimi Yamauchi as well as Michiko’s parents and four grandparents. The couple was married soon after in a traditional ceremony.

		When Hiroshi was twenty-one his grandfather had a stroke. Sekiryo asked that the young man be sent in to see him. His grandfather, propped up on pillows on his bed, spoke soberly to Hiroshi. As the first Yamauchi son since Fusajiro, Hiroshi would assume the position that was supposed to have been his father’s. He would have to leave school and immediately come to work at Nintendo, as president.

		Hiroshi, responding without emotion, said he would take over the company, but he insisted on several conditions. The main one was that he must be the only family member at Nintendo. This meant that his cousin had to be fired. Hiroshi wanted there never to be a question that he was in charge, the sole heir.

		Weak and saddened, Sekiryo had the cousin fired, and, in 1949, Hiroshi Yamauchi was appointed the third president of Nintendo. The old man died soon thereafter, never sure whether his family and the business would survive. Since Sekiryo never saw the success Hiroshi would eventually have with Nintendo, as far as Hiroshi was concerned, to Sekiryo he remained an ill-mannered, disrespectful, and spoiled child. Hiroshi lived with the knowledge that he had betrayed and disappointed the two most important men in his life, his father and grandfather.

		Young President Yamauchi was not welcomed by Nintendo’s employees. They resented his youth and inexperience and worried about rumors that Yamauchi planned a clean sweep of longtime employees. True to expectations, Yamauchi fired every manager, one by one, left over from his grandfather’s reign, in spite of their years of dedicated service to Nintendo. Not only did he sever what he considered dead weight, but also anyone who had a stake in Nintendo’s conservative past. He wanted none of the old guard around who might question his authority.

		He changed the name of the distribution company to Nintendo Karuta (Nintendo Playing Cards) in 1951 and established a new corporate headquarters on a lot he bought in town, off a small street called Takamatsu-cho. He consolidated all the Kyoto manufacturing there, modernizing the card-making process.

		In an attempt to compete with the modern, fashionable cards that were being imported from the West, in 1953 Nintendo began manufacturing the first plastic-coated cards in Japan (all varieties of cards until that time had been made of uncoated paper). In 1959, Nintendo made its first licensing agreement—with an American company, Walt Disney. Playing cards backed with pictures of Mickey Mouse and other Disney characters expanded Nintendo’s market to include young people and families. The Disney cards were advertised on television. To reach the new market, Yamauchi structured a new distribution system that would get the cards into larger department and toy stores. The results were instantaneous: Nintendo’s sales shot up. The company sold a record 600,000 packs that year.

		Yamauchi was still discontented. He wanted the company to expand faster, but he encountered stumbling blocks. In spite of his efforts to improve the quality of Nintendo’s Disney cards and other Western-style pinochle and poker decks, they were still inferior to the ones being imported from America. The company’s bread and butter, hanafuda, was, by its nature, a modest business; the profits were constant, but there was little room for growth in that market.

		Yamauchi dropped the word karuta from the company name, which now became NCL—Nintendo Company, Ltd.—as the young president planned to branch out into new businesses. To finance them, he took Nintendo public, listing the company on the second tier of the Osaka Stock Exchange and on the Kyoto Stock Exchange, and became Nintendo’s chairman.

		The first product launched by the new company was a line of individually portioned instant rice. Add water and—presto! It was a dismal failure. Yamauchi then opened a “love hotel,” with rooms rented by the hour. The business was, for Yamauchi, a personal passion; it was said that he was one of his own best customers (his infidelities were well known—even by his wife, who ignored them).

		A taxi company Yamauchi started, Daiya, thrived, although he grew tired of negotiating with powerful taxi-driver unions, which demanded high salaries and expensive benefits for their members. He soon folded that company and closed the doors of the love hotel. He planned more changes as he moved Nintendo again, this time to a larger building, a three-story structure of beige bricks with black door and window frames and bars on the windows.

		Yamauchi had concluded that he wanted new businesses that could take advantage of one of Nintendo’s strongest assets, its karuta distribution system, which reached into toy and department stores throughout Japan. Nintendo’s roots were in entertainment, and there would be no more rice or taxis or love hotels. Yamauchi set Nintendo on a new course as an entertainment company.

		Hiroshi Imanishi had the demeanor and build of a Rottweiler. He gave the appearance of a highly cultivated sophisticate who was still common and accessible. Clearly he was also fiercely bright. A recent law graduate from Doshisha University, he accepted an offer from Nintendo in spite of the fact that he found the president glum, reserved, and formal. Hiroshi Imanishi was, nonetheless, intrigued by Hiroshi Yamauchi. There was an attractive cocksureness and obdurate ambition in Yamauchi’s speeches about the dramatic expansion he planned for Nintendo.

		He revealed the details sparingly. It sometimes seemed as if Yamauchi was obsessed by details—“trifles,” Imanishi felt—and the worry over minutiae was tiresome. Other times there were glimpses of a calculated, secret plan. It was a frustrating process, as there was minimum communication, only commands, and meetings often turned into lectures.

		As the company geared up for a series of new ventures, Imanishi worked in many departments: administration, finance, planning. He eventually became the general affairs manager. But regardless of the title he bore, he oversaw the majority of his boss’s projects. The task by 1969 was to create a department that would set Nintendo on its new course. Called simply Games, it was the company’s first research-and-development office, set up in a warehouse in Uji, a Kyoto suburb.

		Gunpei Yokoi had grown up in Kyoto, where his father was the director of a pharmaceutical company. He graduated from college with a degree in electronics and then made the rounds of Kyoto companies, filling out applications. The short, solid, and unpretentious man who wore gray-lensed glasses was hired by Nintendo to maintain the assembly-line machines that made the playing and hanafuda cards. Yokoi was the entire maintenance department for several months before Hiroshi Yamauchi called him into his office.

		Yokoi sat down in a large chair opposite the chairman’s desk and folded his hands on his lap. Imanishi was already there, drinking coffee. Yokoi listened intently as Yamauchi assigned him to a new project in the newly founded Games division. He was to work under Hiroshi Imanishi to create a department for komuki—engineering—and make something for Nintendo to sell for Christmas.

		“What should I make?” Yokoi asked.

		Yamauchi said, “Something great.”

		Yokoi was the first of many weekend tinkerers hired by Nintendo, the sort of hobbyists who made toys, radios, and other mechanical gadgets from spare parts. For his own amusement, he had recently invented a wooden latticework connected by bolts and with a vice-grip device on one end. When the two leaves of the handle were pushed together, the crisscrossed pieces extended and the grip on the end closed. The gadget had practical, but mostly whimsical, uses as a groping, clasping extension of the hand.

		The day after their meeting, Yokoi demonstrated his contraption for Yamauchi and Imanishi. It brought a trace of a smile to the chairman’s face. He gave the go-ahead and assigned Imanishi and Yokoi to begin production of Nintendo’s first toy, the Ultra Hand. Advertised on television, 1.2 million units of the novelty were sold, at about 800 yen (roughly $6 in 1970) each. For Nintendo in those days, it was a resounding success.

		From then on, Yokoi’s job was to come up with inventions and show them to the chairman. Yamauchi, although he had no engineering background, had an uncanny sense about products. He gave Yokoi suggestions and challenged the young man to improve his designs. Yamauchi, Yokoi says, instinctively knew if a new idea would sell. The chairman never sought a second opinion. If he liked it, he instructed Imanishi to begin production.

		Yokoi’s inventions resulted in Nintendo’s Ultra series of toys. The Ultra Machine was a pitching machine that lobbed a lighter version of a baseball (that could be batted safely indoors). Seven hundred thousand units sold each year for three years through 1973. Somewhat less successful was the Ultra Scope, a periscope-like device with a lens that automatically refocused so that kids could see around corners, over fences, or behind them. It allowed kids to spy on each other, on their neighbors, or, often, on their parents. “It was a time of great fun,” Yokoi recalls. “I saw myself as a cartoonist who understood movements in the world and created abstractions of them.”

		In the evenings, Yokoi dabbled with wires and oscilloscopes and various other electronic components and applied some of his experiments to a device called the Love Tester. Yamauchi loved it. A boy and girl grabbed on to the handles of the tester and then joined their free hands. A meter read the current passing through them and determined, with scientific inaccuracy, how much “love” they had between them. The true objective of the device had nothing to do with science and everything to do with holding hands in a culture in which holding hands was still pretty risqué. Yokoi noted that in America or Europe a love tester would have had to involve kissing. In Japan, however, a device that inspired hand holding was tantalizing enough to become a hit.

		Yokoi’s R&D department grew with a steady addition of young engineers. Yamauchi pushed them with his emphatic praise and scorn. He never pretended to want to foster a sense of team play; rather, he openly pitted them against each other. While many Japanese companies grew because of loyalty to the group and the corporate good, Nintendo grew because of its engineers’ (and its other employees’) desire to please Yamauchi. “We lived for his praise,” one engineer says.

		The next major Nintendo product, pivotal to positioning the company for its future success, came to the company by chance. Masayuki Uemura, with thick, wiry hair pushed to one side and an irrepressible ear-to-ear grin, arrived at Nintendo one day and requested a meeting with Gunpei Yokoi.

		Born in 1943 in austere and beautiful Nara, Uemura had moved to Kyoto with his family to escape the wartime bombing, Kyoto then being one of the safest of Japanese cities. His father had sold kimonos but struggled to make a living (he eventually opened a record shop in Osaka). When Uemura was a child, his family’s straitened finances meant he had to use his imagination to invent toys and games for himself. Masayuki learned to make radio-controlled airplanes from parts he found in junk piles. His desire to create more sophisticated devices led him to work his way through an industrial college, where he trained as an electronics technician.

		By the time he graduated, Uemura could do far more than build toys, and he found a good job with an electronics manufacturer, Sharp, selling optical semiconductors used in the solar cells that might be used to power a lighthouse, or a robot that measured the amount of rainfall on the top of mountains.

		The head of Sharp’s Kyoto office sent Uemura on a routine sales call to Nintendo to see if he could drum up some business for the solar cells. The visit coincided with Yamauchi’s most recent mandate—for Yokoi and his engineers to investigate electronic toys beyond the Love Tester. In a meeting, Yokoi and Uemura concluded that the Sharp cell had some interesting applications for entertainment products. Shortly afterward, Yokoi hired Uemura away from Sharp.

		The young engineer was happy to leave sales, but he was even more thrilled to join Nintendo and return to what he had done for fun as a child: make toys. “There was something different about Nintendo,” Uemura found. “Here were these very serious men thinking about the content of play. Other companies were importing ideas from America and adapting them to the Japanese market, only making them cheaper and smaller. But Nintendo was interested in original ideas.”

		When Yokoi saw the Sharp solar-cell battery, he envisioned a unique way to put it to use. He and Uemura experimented. Large solar cells, about the size of a silver dollar, were being used to collect and convert light into electricity. But a much smaller cell could be used as a sensor to detect light. Yokoi’s idea was to adapt the technology to a shooting game, using solar cells as targets.

		Yokoi and Uemura worked on a light gun that could be produced cheaply enough for the consumer market. The “bullet” would be a thin beam of light. If the beam hit a tiny solar cell, the cell would either produce or cut off a charge, depending on the circuitry. For instance, the electricity to a magnet could be turned off so that a spring-loaded target could be let loose—and a plastic bottle of beer, pieced together as if it were a puzzle, could be made to explode. A lion could roar. A stack of toy barrels could be blown apart.

		Packed with light-triggered targets (the lion, the beer bottle, and the like), more than 1 million Nintendo Beam Gun games were sold for between 4,000 and 5,000 yen ($30 or so) in the early 1970s. Nintendo Co., Ltd., by then listed in the first section of the Osaka Stock Exchange, grew rapidly.

		Now the company needed more space to keep up with the demand for its new products, so Yamauchi expanded once again. To build the new headquarters, Yamauchi bought out neighbors and a vacant lot alongside the company’s older cement building, which was retained as the hanafuda factory. (Yamauchi kept the business going essentially for nostalgia’s sake: cards were representing a rapidly diminishing portion of Nintendo’s business.) The old building, whose front lawn held a few scattered trees, was dwarfed by the new structures (eventually three were constructed), which were high-tech slick: three floors, industrial white, huge rectangular slabs. A crisp blue NINTENDO sign in both kanji and roman characters could be seen by passengers on commuter trains and from the nearby hillsides, even from the gardens of the nearby Tofuku-ji Temple. A guardhouse was built, and blue-suited guards from the Kansai security firm were posted, day and night, out front.

		Beam Guns were still flying off store shelves when Yokoi suggested to Yamauchi that the same technology could be used in other ways. At the time, skeet shooting was a popular sport in Japan. On a whim, Yokoi had bought a rifle and went to a range to try it. When he returned, he told Yamauchi that the technology in the light gun could work in a system that would replicate the experience of shooting clay pigeons.

		Yamauchi absorbed the information and came up with a commercial application for it. There had been a bowling boom in Japan in the 1960s. Alleys sprang up all over the country. Since then, enthusiasm for bowling had waned and many alleys were closed down. Yamauchi decided they could be acquired very advantageously and easily transformed into “shooting ranges.” Simulated clay pigeons would appear at the end of a lane. A solar cell would detect when a hit was made and tally it on an electronic scoreboard. There was nothing like it anywhere. It would be the closest to real shooting most people would ever get, far more realistic than the amusement-park shooting ranges, where cork bullets sailed off course with the slightest wind.

		The technology, however, was still a bit tricky. Yokoi, who was told to get the system up and running, encountered a series of problems, from the operation of moving (or apparently moving) solar collectors to the coordination of the timing of a shot with the sound of its report.

		Another engineer who had joined Nintendo was assigned to work with Uemura. The young man, Genyo Takeda, had responded to a newspaper want ad for a toy designer. When he saw the ad, he says, “some inspiration entered me.”

		Takeda, who wore a polyester trench coat even indoors in mid-summer, was a colorful addition to the R&D division. Born and raised in Osaka, the son of the president of a fabric-design company, he had graduated in 1970 from Shizuoka Governmental University on Honshu, where his studies often took a backseat to his involvement in the student movement. In school, Takeda studied semiconductors, but for fun he built miniature locomotives and airplanes. When Gunpei Yokoi interviewed him, he realized that Takeda would easily fit into his growing engineering team. He put Takeda to work with Uemura on Yamauchi’s shooting-range project.

		The press showed up to document the grand opening of the world’s first Laser Clay Range in Kyoto in 1973. Just as a television news crew was getting ready, its cameras rolling, the light-shooting laser gun malfunctioned. Before anyone realized there was a problem, Takeda climbed into the box behind the targets and, keeping himself hidden, shot clay pigeons off manually, and then kicked the controller, which lit up the targets that were supposedly hit. As far as the television audience knew, the ranges were running smoothly. They were packed from the first day they opened their doors to the public.

		Nintendo’s Laser Clay Ranges became the hip spot for an evening’s entertainment in many Japanese cities, and soon there were variations on the original theme. In 1974 came “Wild Gunman.” A 16-mm movie projector showed actual film footage of a “homicidal maniac” on a screen at the end of an alley. If the player blasted the wild gunman before he fired, the sensor on the screen detected it and the player scored. The image-projection-system games were sold to a trading company, which exported them to America and Europe.

		The laser-gun ranges were going full tilt, but Japan had been hit by the world’s first oil shortage in 1973; the country’s economy went into a tailspin and, as it began to affect discretionary spending, the shooting galleries were soon empty. Orders from abroad were canceled and outstanding bills went unpaid. Nintendo’s investment in the venture had been so great that the company was suddenly on the brink of collapse. Yamauchi was more desperate than ever for a breakthrough product.

		The idea came from a boyhood friend of Yamauchi. The man had become an executive with one of Japan’s largest electronics conglomerates. Over dinner one night in 1975, the talk was all about the latest technological breakthroughs in the electronics industry, primarily the importance of semiconductors and microprocessors. Yamauchi’s interest was piqued when he realized that these technologies, as part of a revolution in office and consumer products, were becoming cheap enough to utilize in entertainment products. He researched the first traces of an industry that was emerging in America. Companies such as Atari and Magnavox were selling devices that played electronic games on home television sets.

		Yamauchi negotiated a license to manufacture and sell Magnavox’s video-game system in Japan. The machine played variations on the first commercial American video game, “Pong.” A beam of light was batted back and forth between paddles that the players controlled. With plastic overlays affixed to the front of a TV screen, the light could be a football, a tennis ball, a soccer ball, or one of several other kinds of simple games.

		Nintendo’s operation wasn’t sophisticated enough to develop and manufacture the microprocessor-based circuit boards that were the heart of the game system, so Masayuki Uemura suggested an alliance with an electronics firm. Nintendo teamed with Mitsubishi to build the video-game system and, in 1977, Nintendo entered the home market in Japan with the dramatic unveiling of Color TV Game 6, which played six versions of light tennis. It was followed by a more powerful sequel, Color TV Game 15. A million units of each were sold. The engineering team also came up with systems that played a more complex game, called “Blockbuster,” as well as a racing game. Half a million units of these were sold. Nintendo had quietly entered the world of audio-visual entertainment and consumer electronics.

		The successful TV game systems allowed Nintendo to tread water a while longer, but they were neither novel enough nor versatile enough to be the revolutionary product Yamauchi was searching for. He kept the pressure on his engineers, directing them to explore new ways of making video games. “We must look in different directions,” Yamauchi said. “Throw away all your old ideas in order to come up with something new.”

		The electronic-calculator market was then booming. There were so many types available that the prices were shrinking almost as fast as their size—credit-card-size calculators were selling for a thousand yen, under $10. What else could be done with that miniaturized technology? “The Nintendo way of adapting technology is not to look for the state of the art but to utilize mature technology that can be mass-produced cheaply,” says Gunpei Yokoi. He sought to make something smaller, thinner, and lighter than anything ever seen—something that was also fun.

		It turned out to be Game & Watch, a video game the size of a calculator, with a tiny digital clock in the corner. With his engineers, he chose components from Uemura’s old company, Sharp, and developed the smallest computer games ever seen. They weren’t the easiest things to play—the controls were tiny—but they were a novelty. Nintendo shipped them all over the world by the tens, and then hundreds, of thousands. Many of the Game & Watches in circulation were illegal bootlegs—Nintendo lost potential millions because of all the non-Nintendo units made in various Asian cities—but the company nevertheless made many millions from the phenomenal number of Game & Watches they sold.

		While Yokoi was “thinking small,” Yamauchi had other engineers thinking big. After “Wild Gunman” and his first taste of the arcade business, he wanted more of the 100-yen pieces (and quarters) that were pouring into video games from the pockets of teenagers around the world. Popular games such as “Space Invaders” were behind a boom in the coin-op video-game business. Yamauchi wanted Nintendo to become a major player in arcades, and so his team came up with games like “Hellfire,” “Sheriff,” “Sky Skipper,” and a battle game called “Radarscope.”

		Yamauchi, meanwhile, held endless meetings at Nintendo’s growing R&D center with a group of designers under Masayuki Uemura. Uemura’s team was working on what was emerging as the most significant new venture for Nintendo. It was a video-game system, but one that was much more sophisticated than Color TV Game 6 and 15. In America, systems had been released that played many games on interchangeable cartridges. The technology insured that the system would never become “old and stale,” as Yamauchi put it—as long as “new and interesting” games would be available for it.

		As Yamauchi learned about the technology—knowledge gained from late-night talks with Uemura and other engineers—he realized that the machine under development could do far more than just play games. “He had no concept that he was building a computer, but he nonetheless had his first glimpse of the incredible potential of a home-computer system disguised as a toy,” says Uemura. “He saw far more than he let on to us.” In the short term, Yamauchi saw a system that could be the basis of a profoundly expanded company if kids loved it enough and if they wanted more and more games to play on it and if Nintendo was the only maker of all those games.

		There were many obstacles, including a number of competitors in the field. By 1983, systems had already been released in Japan by companies from the United States (the Atari 2600 and Commodore Max Machine) and from Japan (Epoch’s Cassette Vision, Bandai’s Intellivision, Takara’s Game Personal Computer M5, Tomy’s Pyuta, and Casio’s and Sharp’s small game-playing computer, the MSX). Yamauchi told Uemura he must “develop something that other companies cannot copy for at least one year. It must be so much better that there will be no question which system the customers will want.”

		For Uemura, the greatest challenge was not the technology; price was the crucial factor. Yamauchi wanted the system in many, many homes, so it had to be cheap enough so that almost everyone could buy it. All the machines currently on the market, except for the Epoch system, were selling for 30,000 to 50,000 yen ($200 to $350). Yamauchi set a goal of 9,800 yen, less than $75. At the same time, the system had to do what other systems, whether Japanese or American, could do, but more and better.

		Uemura examined the competitors’ machines. They were impressive in some ways. Built mostly by engineers with expertise in office computers, they could generate still pictures and alphanumerics, as well as perform complex calculations. But game play, Uemura believed, had essentially different requirements. The movement of characters and backgrounds on the screen had to be far more active, more believable, than on the other systems; it would have to approach the quality of fast-speed animation. A 16-bit processor could have done it all with ease, but Nintendo would have to make do with a less powerful 8-bit processor if the price was going to be kept low.

		For ideas, Uemura picked the brains of the engineers who worked on Nintendo’s arcade games. The arcade games had bigger, more expensive processors, but Uemura was most interested in the thinking behind the games, not the hardware. For a coin-operated game to make money, players had to become immersed in it as soon as the first coin was inserted. Many senses had to be taken over almost instantly to make the game play “hot,” to use Uemura’s term. The entire consciousness of a player had to be captured. There seemed to be two keys to accomplishing this: fast action, or a combination of fast action and intellectual challenge. The headier stuff was up to the game designers, but fast action required complex and expensive circuitry.

		Uemura spent eighteen-hour days with the arcade engineers trying to determine the essence of the key components to the circuitry in the best coin-operated games. Only that essence could be carried over to the central processing unit of the new system. Finally he chose a relatively standard microprocessor called a 6502, but the one low-cost chip couldn’t power all the aspects of a complex video game. One chip could control the information required for character movement and the interaction between the machine and the player, but if it had to do more than that, it would bog down. A second chip was needed to control the television screen itself—to generate bright colors, process pictures, and move them at a very high speed.

		Other companies’ game machines used an integrated circuit made for old-model personal computers, Texas Instruments’ T19918, which allowed six to eight colors. Nintendo’s machine had to have more colors for the better graphics Uemura sought (it ended up with fifty-two colors). Uemura, together with his growing stable of engineers and programmers, slaved over calculations and experiments to determine the maximum number of sprites (similar to the dots of a television picture) that could be generated on the screen in almost no time. The first calculation gave a number that was unsatisfactory; more sprites were needed if game play was going to feel noticeably more realistic than on the competitors’ machines. The circuitry was modified. More experiments were conducted to determine how big an object and how many objects could move at a time, and how many changing functions could be built into one semiconductor. “We had to accomplish this exactly,” Uemura says. “It was the order from the president
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