Choosing a
Game Console to
Make Portable

The purpose of this chapter is to familiarize you with each gaming sys-

tem that this book covers and to explain the advantages, difficulties,

and special challenges you'll encounter while making them portable.
We'll discuss the best (a.k.a., cheapest) ways to acquire these old systems
and estimate what you can expect to spend on a portable project.

From this, you can decide which project you'd like to tackle first, although
this may also be determined by what equipment you have access to, an issue
that will come up in Chapter 2, “Knowing Your Tools,” and in Chapter 5,
“Using Computerized Cutting Equipment.” It may be tempting to just
jump in and start ripping things apart, but if you don’t want to end up with
a pile of game-systems-turned-paperweights, it’s best to plan ahead and
know your systems. Let’s get started!

The Nintendo Entertainment
System (NES)

The year was 1984, and video games were dead. There had been good times
in previous years. A company with its first factory in an old skating rink
grew to become a billion-dollar behemoth; game programmers were sud-
denly making hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of dollars a year; and
anyone with the right equipment could make games for the Atari 2600.

And therein lay the problem. Anyone could make games for the Atari 2600,
and apparently everyone did. The market became flooded with a deluge of
low-grade junk. Consumers didn’t know how to tell the good from the bad,
and they were tired of getting burned. Bargain bins began to fill with excess
cartridges while systems sat unsold. The Atari 2600 was showing its age and
the company was slow to create a worthy successor. They tried with the
Atari 5200, but by then the public didn’t seem interested. Video games
seemed destined to become just another quirky footnote in history.
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Meanwhile, in Japan, a playing-card company called Nintendo had moved into video amuse-
ments. In the early 1980s, they had had tremendous success with the arcade game “Donkey
Kong,” which starred Nintendo’s mascot-to-be, Mario. By 1983 they had released their own
video game console in Japan called the Famicom (short for Family Computer).

Realizing its potential, they approached Atari with the proposition of handling the worldwide
release. Nintendo wanted a name synonomous with gaming on their system, and Atari seemed
the perfect choice. However, in a strange twist of fate, Atari declined, and Nintendo chose to
go at it alone.

Redesigned into a gray VCR-like box and renamed the “Nintendo Entertainment System”
(Figure 1-1), the NES came to American shores in time for the 1985 Christmas season.
Certain bundles even came with a robot, whose main purpose was to make retailers think this
was something completely different from the Ataris they were having trouble selling.
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FiIGURE 1-1: The Nintendo Entertainment System
and two controllers (gimmicky robot sold
separately).

Sales in the early years were good, propelled by the high quality of games such as The Legend
of Zelda, Super Mario Bros, and Mega Man. By 1988 the NES was red-hot, with stores clam-
oring to keep enough games in stock to meet the demand. The NES had become more than a
mere video game system — it was a cultural phenomenon that had single-handedly brought
gaming from the brink of extinction to the forefront of home entertainment. And for that we
should all be grateful. That said, let’s rip one apart and make it portable! The NES shown in
Figure 1-1 is the type you'll need for the projects in this book.

Advantages in making the NES portable

There are several advantages to making the NES portable:

B Very popular system with a huge variety of games. Back in the late ‘80s and early ‘90s,
everybody had a NES. While it’s best known for advancing the side-scroller genre with
classics like Ninja Gaiden, Contra, and Castlevania, you can still find practically any type
of game for the system. By the time it was officially discontinued in 1995, around 800
titles had been released.
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® Simple controllers. The controllers for the NES are fairly simple, consisting of eight
buttons (up, down, left, right, select, start, B, and A). Inside, there’s a chip that sends the
state of the buttons as data bits to the NES. (This is why there isn’t one wire per button
inside the cord, as with the Atari or the Sega Genesis.) This small number of parts
allows the controllers to be hacked up quite a bit.

B Low power requirements. Believe it or not, the main CPU of the NES is fairly similar
to the one in the Atari 2600. Therefore it doesn’t use a heck of a lot of power, which
gives you more play time and lets you have a nicer screen.

Challenges in making it portable

Of course, every project has potential “speed bumps” along the way, and the NES is no excep-
tion. Here are a couple to consider:

B Abnormally large cartridges. The NES takes some of the largest cartridges of any game
system ever. Why, you ask? Well, not because they have a lot of guts in them; in fact,
they’re 75 percent empty space (see Figure 1-2)! Nintendo didn’t want the American
version of the NES to look like a video game system because video games were still con-
sidered to be dead when it was released. Therefore, the cartridge was made to insert like
a VCR tape and was sized to look quite different from the Atari 2600 or the
Colecovision cartridge. A portable unit can be only as small as its biggest part, and the
giant NES cartridge requires the case of your portable to be bigger, and also takes up
valuable space that could be used for other things, such as batteries. This creates an inter-
esting challenge in building the portable.

FIGURE 1-2: The guts of a NES cartridge.

B Rewiring the cartridge slot. The darn cartridges again! Not only are they big, but they
have a lot of contacts — seventy-two of them, in fact. There are a few you can skip, but
still, if you are rewiring the cartridge slot, this can be a real pain in the rear. Not to men-
tion monotonous.




































