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The dictionary defines a mule as the commonly sterile offsprlng of a donkey
and a horse. In 1983 Electronic Arts defined M.U.L.E. as a “Multiple Use
L abour Element”. While John Szczepaniak simply believes ML.U.L.E. is a

damn fine game that everyone must play. This Is a look at the game with
contributions from those behind Ozark’s aforementioned masterpiece.

k-4

or some there is a sliding scale
of quality with retro games; the
further back the more spread

a

| ookina purelv at the home market in 1983,
ne might have dificulty finding a game not
only fondly remembered but also one that still
remains supremely playable today. Despite
being more than 20 years old, M.U.L.E
was concenved flawlessly, and apart
from its visual minimakism can still

stand up to modem ftitles. In fact
the mult-player ethos it championed
decades ago has now become a focus
for all hardware manufacturers. It 1s also
disturbingly addictive.
Unsurpasingly it recerved accdaim at
the time from critics and was inducted
into Computer Gaming World’s Hall of Fame
loday it remains a (mostly forgotten) cult
classic, yet despite the accolades it did not
sell well, as Senior Director Tnp Hawkins tells
us. “Commercially, M.U L E. bombed. It sold
(around) 20,000 copes. The album cover and
name were confusing and failed to explan
the beauty of the game. It won more awards
than any other EA game, including Game of

Ve were all very disapponted that the public
couldn’t fathom M.U.LE., because all of the
developers and employees and critics thought

it was the cat's meow.” This combination of
fgh quality and ndustry praise, coupled with
very low sales, likely led to the slow building

of a fan community over the years and its
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out the timeless classics become.

the Year in Japan! But hardly anyone bought it.
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3EING MORE THAN 20
YEARS OLD, MUL.E WAS CONCEIVE

FLAWLESSLUY, AND APART FROM TS

VISUARL (TN
UP TO MOLC

status as a “cult classic”. The “album cover”
he refers 1o 1s the Atan 800 version, which
was later, converted to the Commodore 64,
and then later still, the NES

M.U.L.E. sn't easy to classify or
explain, which was a reason for its lack
of commercial success. At its most basic
M.U.LE. s a four-player, sci-fi themed,
real-estate based, resource-managing,
strategy (ish) trading game, with gambling,
auctioning and an old fashioned Wampus.

Each session consists of 12 rounds
dmded into 3 phases. Frstly an inial land
grab where the fastest fingers (or those in
last place) get the best areas, one for each
player per tum out of 45 available plots
Occasionally addibonal land s auctioned
to the highest xdder. In phase two, each
player has a imited time to perform vanous
actions, like buying M.U.L E.s, fitting them
with equipment for one of four tasks, then
placing them in vacant plots. After this,
these industnes begin “producing their
crop”, based on several factors. The thed
phase I1s the most exciting, as it Works on
the competiive animal n everyone. Surplus
production can be sold, while players with a
deficit can buy, either through general sales
or private auctions. In theory everyone
should end up evenly balanced so the
colony can thave, but when people duel for
first place 1it's not so simple.

Tnp played a key role in designing
the economics, and explains, “the key
pnnciples were supply and demand and
how they affect pncing; economies of scale
and how they affect output and costs; the

There are esght separate characters to choose from; shown
here is the Bonzowd. Humanoeds are for a challenge, Rappers
for nowices, and Mehcatrons for the computer. Everything

else s roughly egual
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The NES version, while adequate, is not as good as the ongnal. Towns have unnecessary scrolling which ruins the balance and

pacing, not 1o mention the M.ULLE. design 't as good

learming curve theory of producton and
how it Increases efficency at a certan rate
based on expenence. In the game, one

of the great strategies was 1o organize a
way to control the market for Smithore by
dorminating producton while withholding
supply from the market. This would drive
the pnce way up. We also increased the
marginal rate of return as your expenence
of producing a certain [thing] went up. This
gave you an incentive, like a real business,
to specialize in certain areas and become
the leader.”

This, combined with perfectly ssmple
controls and human nteraction, gives
M.UL.E. ts explosive long-term
magnetism. Indeed, M.U.L.E. only comes
alive with human players. The amount
of tactics are endless. You can create
a Smithore monopoly, then release all
remaining M.U.L.E.s. Without selling
Smithore to the store no M.U.LE.s are
produced, which can either lead to personal

victory or the colony being doomed
Famiies who'd agree all morning to
co-operate are, come the afternoon
game, all out for revenge because
someone who didn’t need it bought the
store’s last food units, and won't sell to
anyone. The game constantly evolves and
demands regular on-the-spot adaptation,
sneak deals, and even double crossing. The
resulting exppenence is intense, especally
with four fnends, and can never be
summed up defintively in words.

Despite the delinously povwerful nature
of MU.L.E, its ongins at the dawn of the
Eighties were low-key. Having previously
been involved in the
publishing of “Cartels and
Cutthroats”, Tnp Hawkins
wanted to make an
improved version. Unable
to buy the onginal’s nghts,
he tracked down its
creator in Arkansas, Dan
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THE MARING OF: MULE

N THE HNOUW

» PUBLISHER: ELECTRONIC ARTS

» DEVELOPER: OZARK SOFTSCAPE

» RELEASED. 1983

= GENRE: MULTI-PLAYER STRATEGY

» EXPECT TO PAY: £30-£50 [DISK]
£5-10 ITAPE]

For the colony to succeed, the combined
Llotal of the 4 player’'s scores must excead
60 000, whele the one with the highest
indnadual scare wall bacome the axalted
colony leader

The transport ship drops you off and
returns 12 months ater, but there are also

random events hke thesvang pirate ships,

crop runing pestilence, earthquakas,
meteor crashes, even MULE

tap-dancang
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JOE YBARRA ON
PLAYTESTING

“Right about the mid-point
when it was getting playable,

| started my several hundred
hour journey of testing. Many
< nights I'd come home from work
and fire up the Atari 800, with
my two-year-old daughter on
my lap holding the joystick that
didn’'t work, while | was holding
the joystick that did work. I'd
get eight or ten games in, and
would do that for three or four
months, trying to work out all
the kinks. | remember a lot of
nights staying up until two am
playing M.ULL.E. and thinking,
‘Wow, this game is good!” And
then thinking, ‘Gee, | wish the
A.l. would do this.” (I'd then tell
these things to Dan.) A couple
of days later I'd get a new build
and be back with my daughter
on my lap, once again testing
and checking to see if it worked.
| believe, M.ULL.E. was the most
tested and best-balanced game
that EA produced for many
years. That was because there
were lots of people that really

lrvead that mame and et 5 et af

love and attention into it.”

A
Pl

Bunton. “[l] asked him if he was nterested
in hawving me fund an entirely new game

| had specific drechon on user nterface,
player choices, and degree of difficulty. |
also wrote the manual. Dan agreed and he
got his group together [Ozark Softscapel,
and they came up with the concept of the
robotic M.U.LE. on the sci-fi planet. They
were truly among the nicest people |'ve
known. Down-to-earth, unpretentious, also
very creative and professional. Bill was a
sociabie guy who was fun 1o hang out with
Alan was a quiet and sobd technical guy. Jim
was more of a management type. Dan was
the key designer/programmer, and leader of
the group. They got inspration for the visuals
from the Impenal Walkers that had debuted
in the second Star Wars film that had come
out [recently]. The M.U.L.E. was cute and

the theme song that mtroduced the game 15
rna At tho alltrme hoot ™

Trp also wanted M.U.L.E. to aid leaming,
long before “edutanment” had negative
connotations. “Consurmers would leam
at the same time they were having fun,
because they're thinking and getting their
neurptransmitter connechons maoe, but
also because the topics and subject matter
are worth leaming about. You cannot play
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Land auctions are tense, since more land gives a huge advantage. Though seling valuable plots can be an easy way 1o quickly earn
Dng moneEy

those products and ask what do we want

to do with something that was essentially a

financial game.” Mr Ybarra also spoke of the

development time, roughly 6 months from

October 1982, up untl around May 1983

when it Bunched.

Jim Rushing, a key member of the ongmal

teamn, explained another side 1o development.
“That was back when a team of four people

could actually make a game that a lot of

people wanted to play. Like my, | guess

yvou could call t my “day contnbution”, was

M.U.L.E. wathout madvertently learning as
much as a college Economics 101 course
would teach you.” This leaming was not
forced, but rather a side effect of the
immense fun being had

Joseph Ybarra, a long-time producer for
EA who worked on other notable titles such
as The Bard's Tale, elaborates on those
early days. "In the fall of 1982, | became the
producer at Electronic Arts for Dan Bunten
On my first day on the job at EA, the total
headcount was seven people. Tnp held a
draft of prospective developers amongst the
three producers. We randomiy chose the
draft order, and | picked third. | was left wath
selecting our only remaining developer, Dan
Bunten. We all started from the premise
that the only successiul game based on
money, had been Monopoly. There were a
lot of board game elements we wanted to
incorporate into the design of MULE. Of
course at the time we didn't know it was
going 1o be called M.ULL.E. We had no idea
what this game was going to be like. VWhat
we had was a template, based on work that
Dan had done previously. We would look at

A promobonal image from the early days of Ozark Softscapa,

taken from the Dam Bunten memoral website: www
anticlockwise comy/dany/index hitm
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The beggest problem wath the NES verson i that the map

screen doesn t show criical information regarding a plol s
future potentsal productnvity . [hes makes strategc planning
needlesshy ditficull

the auction sequence. | designed it and
programmed it. But we had these design
sessions and we would sit around the table
and just tak about the game. Everyone
would have ideas, and contribute ideas
Undoubtedly Dan was the creative genius
behind everything. | wouldn't want 1o take
any of that away from Dan. But, having said
that, it was very democratc in the sense
that if |, or Bill, or someone came up with

a good idea and the group thought It was

a good idea, we would do that. It was just
a very fight, trusting group of four guys, as
you can imagine.”

Durning the interview we asked if
anythung had been left out. * There has
been so much discussion on the net, with
tnbute sites and people trying to design

“"M.ULE. Two Pont Oh™. They come up
with a lot of good features, but | don't
know... There's something that to me says
the simphcity of the onginal M.ULE. is
hard to beat. We did have some stuif that
wWe couldn t get 1o, cbviously every game
development team does. But to tell you the
truth | can't really think of anything large
that we were not able to do, or that we had
to set aside. We were pretty happy with
the game.”

Jim also shared some trmaa, “The
working title of the game for qurte a
long time was “Planet Pioneers,” while
the “planet™ IRATA was “Atan” spelled
backwards. The M.U.LE. came from the
concept of the old Wild West (circa 1800s),
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THE MARKING OF: MULE
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"IN MEMORY OF DANI BUNTEN"

It would be impossible to talk about M.U.LE. without
mentioning Dan Bunten.

Jim Rushing, key team member, recalls, “| feel really
fortunate to have worked with Dan Bunten. He was such a cool
- person on so many different levels, and he really, really had a
passion for gaming, and he had such a great innate sense of
what was fun. He was the genius behind the whole thing.”

Trip Hawkins also speaks fondly, “Dan had a background
in architecture so knew how to organize and plan a software
system. He was a good leader because he had the right
values. He cared about people and was very kind, and had a
big personal commitment to innovation and using games to
promote social interaction and leaming.”

Joe Ybarra adds, "Dan was tremendously respected in the
company. More than just respect, | think he had the love of
maost everybody there as well. His character and the way he
interacted with people, and the values he represented; we all
felt very special at having that relationship with Dan and the
rest of the team.”

Daniel Bunten, born 1949, was the mind behind M.U.LE
and other multi-player games. In the early Nineties Dan changed his name and gender,
undergoing surgery to become Danielle Bunten Berry. But her commitment to gaming
remained strong. She passed away in 1998 due to lung cancer. We recommend visiting
the online memorial: www.anticlockwise.com/dani/index.htm

where you could strike your fortune waith

Torty acres and a mule... and was also

influenced by a Robert Henlein scence
fichon story. While the Wampus was
a tnbute to the very ancient ‘Hunit The
Wampus' game in BASIC that we played
when we were leaming programming.”
But what about the playtesting hours
mentoned in the insert? Inp reveals “[The
3500 number from the liner notes] is
probably tongue in cheek and a wild guess
But the truth 15 of course that there was
a ton of testing! This was one of our first

games and it was fun to play, so it got

“tested alot”

it would not be an exaggeration to
say that M.U.L.E. acts as a modem day
fable against the dangers of greed and
selfishness, since taking too much throws
the entire system out of balance and
everyone loses. But what about the future?
Could M.U.L.E. be re-released on things
ike Xbox Live Arcade, considenng that
the rights reverted 1o Dani’s family? Not to
reveal too much, but we were informed
of two separate
and tortunate
things that
1 '.-H'-Ir mean
M.ULE

e

might be retuming

officialty, online, n one form

or another very soon! Until then Retro
Gamer implores you, go out and play it
wiath at least two other human players and
we sincerely promise you will have fun

on a grand scale. If you can't get hold of
onginal Atan 800 hardware, then try out
the Commodore 64 and NES versions. You

won't be disappointed

&
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UTHER GAMES IN THE SERIES:
Deluxe M.U.LEE. - Amiga (unreleasead)
aon OFf MLULLE. - Sega Genesis (unreleasad)

)

DEVELOPER
HGEHUIGHTS

WHEELER DEALERS
APPLE
YEAR- 1978

CARTELS & CUTTHROATS
SYSTEMS: APPLE Il
YEAR- 1981

THE SEVEN CITIES OF GOLD
SYSTEMS: APPLE Il, Cé4,

ATARI 800
YEAR- 1984 >
-

Hawing two plots of land side by sde
walh the same inousliy inGeases thew
rate of production, as does having 3 or
more amypwhere on the map. Havang 3
e by side resulls in unprecedentadg
kevels of producton

in the town you can buy a MULE. from

the avallable amount (whech increases
when Smethore i sold] and kit it out for

farming, mining (Smithore or Crystita). or
enargy produchon

MANY THANKS TO JIM RUSHING,
JOE YBARRA AND TRIP HAWKINS
FOR THEIR INVALUABLE
ASSISTANCE. THANKS ALSO

IO CHRISTIAN SCHILLER FOR
ASSISTANCE AND PROVIDING
EXCLUSIVE IMAGES. BESURE TO
CHECK OUT HIS ASTOUNDING
TRIBUTE SITE, WWW
WORLDOFMULE.NET
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