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ROBE 1s something of & paradax. The

company currently has 72 people warking

on vanous products, and yet it's still a

two-man arganisation. 11 brings pro-
grammers and projests together, but it's not an
agency. And apar from a few fitles in the early
days, Prabe has never published anything, but its
name is prebably as well known as the izbels on
which it appears.

Another paradox: Despite all the accolades
this is the first time that Fergus McGovern, ane of
the two directors, has been interviewed. Perhaps
this will help ¢lear up the mystery of what Prebe
is, and how 1t works. But first | get a tour of 1he
offices, two floors of bnight, modern rooms in an
award-winning block in Croydon, South London.

There are work beanches with computers
around the walls and a con-op machine stands
endiessly cycling through & demo of 1843, Bul
where is everyone? Apatt from one solitary figure
cracking away at coce it's rather ke the Mare
Celeste. And yet Ferqus teils me that thay are just
about to mave into new premises 100 yards away
because they are running out of space. | really de
feei that it 1s tme to get down o business, and
start 1alking

Roots
e

Unlike many people in the saftware ndustry.
Fergus didn't come fram a pregramming
background In ‘act, his first brush with micros
was as a 16-year-cld on a summer ;0b with gis-
tributors P&P Micros.

"I wis their third ever emplayee and watched a
small company turn injo a very large, himited
company. They were distributars fer Apple, and
they are now a deaier tor IBM and Apple - they
are huge, They gave me the use of 3 £5,000 1BM

Probing
into Probe

Jerry Muir tells the story of a company that
escaped from Alcatraz to play games in Rome

system and an Apple I system on a toy basss,
doing anything and everything".

Soen atier that Fergus won a schoiarship in
accountancy, though he still retained ciose wvol-
vernent with P&P. It was while he was fraining
that he had the idea of launching 3 games Izbel,
andl along with his partner, Vakis Paraskevd, he
formed Probe

“"Nowadays I'm techmcally minded, byt hack
then [ was mose inta markeling”, he recalls, "It
was more of 2 hobby. | didn't just go to work in
the morning - | contralled my own destiny.

“We starten off as publishers, distcbuting and
marketing, doing the whole job”

The first release — Alcatraz, a budget title - was
treated as an experimant. Is sales highhohted
what Fergus and Vaxis beligved (o be the next
area for exploitation, Commadora's C16 and Plus
4. Defence 16, a Defender ciene, foliowed and
they were delighted when Smiths agreed 1o
stock it - they had only s0!d to independent out-
iets hefore.

Developments
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However it became obvigus that the C16 was not
gaing 1o be a huge success. Probe lpoked to the
Amsirad

“Mirgin had just put out Sorcery, and we did
Dewils Crown. It was particuiarly well receved by
Amsizad Computer User, with a double page
photo map'. He smites proudly, "It was even
taken up by Harrods”

Sure enough, thare 1s a cover with a Harrods
price stcker in his cuttings book,

At this stage everything from packaging to
marketing was still done by Fergus and Vakis,
and it was lurning into 3 24 hours a day job. But 1t
had its rewargs; Devii's Crown sold in very large
quantities, partcuiarly in Eurape, Probe’s next
licence braught i TV madman Russ Abbot for
The Adventures of Basilden Bond. They even
1ried another C16 game, Diny Den, though
despite the teasing £astErdars connclations of
the utlg, 1t wasn't actuglly a tie-n.

Fergus was in a position that every busi-
nessman dreams of. “Cash flow was good, all
menies were gererated ourselves. Wa were
making enough profits for the purchase of gur
next licence and were being approached by pro-
grammers loaking for work, Bul we weren't able
to fund original games as we didn't have & sales
team, st the two directors™.

So they ook the momentous cecision 10

become a saftware development house, concern-
trating their effarts on programming rather than
marketing. Long discussions with the besses of
pubhshing companies tollowed and eventually
Fergus and Vakis felt they could salely free Probe
from the day to day duties of geting products
into the shops.

“"We appreached sofiware houses ang
explained how we wanted to operate, what
services we could give them - aad they put their
fanh into co-aperalion with Probe”

Probe alse took this opportunity to license
Devil's Crown, and the rest of theitr back
cataiogue, on 1o budget labels or Computer
Hits comgilatians, qving & new, profitable ease
of life to titles which had already sold weil at full
price.

Conversions
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Pretty soon the transformation was complate and
Probe was getting a good name for its coin-op
conversions, For these they drew upon the
wealth of British programming talent that pre-
ferred not 1o tie #self to ane campany

"We found that if you treated someone we!l
and paid well you'd be offerng a financial and
company package that nobedy else ceuld offer.
We were able o atiract more programmers, then
keep them when they aerived, We soon had pro-
grammerss who could do conversions to a high
standard”

The results of this method of working are
impressive. They include games such as Xevious,
Metrocross, Slaptight, Arkancid, Soiomon's Key
and many mare for virtually every major com-
pany including Ceean, US Gole, Activision, Mir-
rarsoit, Psygnosss, Epyx plus hudget leaders
Mastertronic and Firebird

Fergus smiles as he recalls "We'd iransformed
into coin-op specialist and the nice thing about it
was 1hat we were being ofiered so many games
we were able to pick and choose for pro-
grammers 1¢ ge: products that would show them
in the highest esteem.

“We tried to forge good working practices and
relationships with the companies”.

This meant that not only could they depend on
Probe, but they could also use the company
name to markel products.

“We have prestige London-based offices and,
subjest to software house approval, journalists
can come in and see 3 game ¢ development,
We're not |ust doing conversions but provide 3
compleie service 0 the software house and give
programmers a chance 1o do work they might not
find for themselves™

Rewards
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But where, | wondered, are ail 1these pro-
grammers?

“They used to work in-house, but the way we
structured ourselves we weren'l able to get the
best out of them an a nine-to-five basis. So we set
up littte internal development hauses within
Probe. Wed structure any pregrammers who
wanted to cocperate inte groups with seif-
contained offices of their own, and even living
conditions™

Thay were still contralied by the Probe man.
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agement though, overcoming the danger of pro-
grammers’ ego trps?

“If you have two pragrammers, an artist and a
musician living together in one hause, you can
centrol them more efficiently than if they are in
their own back bedrooms. Now our offices are
large enough 1o cope with them, sa that when
they get to the end of a preject they can waork
under supervision”,

Probe now rents four-bedroom houses around
the country, and will even buy them if they'li be
needed for a white. They can then offer the pro-
Qrammers a complete package.

“They know that the rent is paid”, says Fetgus,
“and that the heating won't get tummed off, so
they can concenteale an the work in hand”,

The advantage of this method of working is
brought hame when Fergus remembers the
expetience of developmg Outrun, just one of the
150 formats developed last year

"It was aur worst game in terms of the amount
of energy and resources expended and the tme it
took personatly. It actually changed the course of
how we wrote games, | was 1axing three or four
plane trips a day to cantral develapment, One
day 1 lew all over England to get it out an time”,

But all that hard work had its rewards.

"The ST version 1s probatbly the best game
we've written. It is gaing to Jive up to what pecple
want, It is going to do well money-wise and it is

going tc ead into a qood game for the 16.bn
market”

Originals
—

All this talk of the coming generation of com-
puters makes me ask Fergus what he considers
the future 10 be for the Amstrad CPC marke?!? He
beiiaves: “ltwill be dominated by companies that
know the machine back to front and are able to
have geod 'deas and produce innovative games:
the companizs that are willing to invest in the
livelihood of Amstrad computers”

Which leads reatly on to Probe's next product,
Having proved themselves in cain-ops, they are
now working on originais as well. While most
must remain secret owing to canfidentiality
agreements, there is one project thal Fergus can
talk about because it is being developed inter-
nally,

"It is probably one of the best games that will
ever hit an Amstrad. We are doing it withou! 3
commissien. | wondered: 'What if | gave pro-
qrammers unhimited time, unlimited money, and
put them together to produce the best possible
game. What sort of game would we get?' ™

Fergus firmly believes that this game will
dominate the Amsirad market for a long tbme

“We will storyboard i1, he says, “We'll put out

money where our mouth is and develop half the
game before we show it. Then we'll select the
publisher that we think the product is right for,
the one who can do the best job for us”.

He's loath to say much mare.

“It's graphically stunning, addictive, has per-
fect gameplay, and @t is not one but five games,
Each load is a game in itself, each individual sec-
tion is different but compiements the previous
one, 50 you wil! fesl you are playing & continu-
ation”’

If it does tive up 1o its eatly promise - and there
is every indication that it will = it will be Decause
Fergus and Vakis have carefully observed the
market and taken an innovative approach.
They've prowided a buffer between the commer-
cal demands of publishers and the idiosyncra-
cies of programmers 10 produce the best
software in the most efficient fashion,

The project - and it could be one of the most
important projects in CPC history - has been
provisienally named The Roman Games.

Eventually Fergus takes me up 1o another room
and lgads a discinto @ 6128, What | seeis ., . well,
it is everything he promised and more, but that's
all | can say because he swore me 1o secrecy.

STOCKMARKET

THERE'S NEVER BEEN A BETTER TIME TO BUY!
STOCKMARKET enables you 1o record detals of purchases, sales and
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dividends of shares, unit trusts etc. Current share pnces can be entered very

indexes cte. can be reconded, listed and plotted along with moving averages
Practice buying and selling shares. See if your intuition is right

PORTFOLIO MANAGEMENT

* Record full detasls of your portfolios of stocks, shares, unit wusts ¢ic

* Practice buying and selling and accurately record your progress.

* Up to fifty shares per folio. As many fohios 15 you like.

* Buy and scil shares with avtormatie calculation of dealing costs

* Ten sets of dealing costs which you can alter as necessary

* Record dividend yields und price carings ratios.

* Update prices and automatically update yields and P/E ratios and
automatically recalculate individual share and total folio values,

* Record dividend payrents and otal dealing costs,

* Keep records of your cash as you buy and sell.

* List your folio, past rransactions, dividends and cash accounts.

PRICE ANALYSIS

* Recond share prices, unit trusts, indexes, exchange rates etc.

* Store up 10 260 paces per share (e g weekly prices for § yeurs}

* Plot pnces and moving averages on a loganthmic or linear scale
* Reul prices supplied as a demonstracion (inc. FT 3t B, Telecom),
* Use curves as a guide to the best buying and selling opportunitics

Comprehensive forty page manual
Complete with demonstration account and prices
AMSTRAD PCW, PC, IBM PC & compatibles
AMSTRAD CPC (disc)

Prices are all Inctuddve woridwide. Send cbeque or credit ¢and aumbder
of irlephode fix Immediate deilvery by firet clas pomt.

MERIDIAN EN 38 Balcaskie Road,

London, SE9 1HQ
\f-3©§i§v\7@&'@ ===  Tel: 01-850 7057

£39.95
£29.95

casily at any time for an automanc fobo revaluanon. Valees of shaze prices,
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SPECIAL PURCHASE FOR 464/6128 USERS

B PVLTE

WTT“ M \ZING

INCLUDING 2 EXTRA TEMPLATES ON TAPE

USUAL RETAIL

PRICE ONLY
OVER£52.00 £12.95
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Oversaas customers add Sy ummm

Orders to:

SOFTSHOPLTD
55 St Peters Court, Chalfont St Peter, Bucks.
SL9 9QQ
Tel: 0753 889010 & 0753 B86947
Fax: 0753 885039
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