Flight Simulator History
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The "breadbox" takes the air  (FS II for the Commodore 64)

by Sergio di Fusco
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This year (2000) Flight Simulator is supposed to have come of age. Of course this called for a celebration with a big fly-in at Microsoft' Gaming Zone. But when looking in the FS2000 Handbook one could argue the arithmetical capabilities of the Redmonders. There you read:

© 1983-1999 Microsoft Corporation, meaning that in 2000 FS has only become 17 years of age and not 18. But then there is a justification. The first Microsoft Flight Simulator version (version 1) for the PC actually had its maiden flight in 1982. Its procreator however was not Microsoft, but subLOGIC. Microsoft only marketed FS. In parallel subLOGIC released similar versions for other types of computers, including the Apple II and Commodore 64. On the next few pages FlightXPress tries to recreate part of the history of Flight Simulator. We will show how to get the legendary FS II for the Commodore 64 airborne again on a modern computer.
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A breadbox conquers the world

A memory of 64 Kb, an 8 bit databus, 1 MHz speed, but no harddisk: the specifications of the C64 were rather meagre from a modern point of view. But even then: at that time it was the most progressive computer a normal mortal could afford. And anyway it was reputed to have more computing power than the giant cabinets, filled with radio tubes, that NASA employed in the late eighties on their moon-missions. At least that's what publicity said. No doubt that the more or less simultaneously available PC's - the IBM-XT and -compatibles with 4 MHz - had more power, but they also were much more expensive. And they were boring: their monochrome monitors could only display characters. The C64 on the contrary showed (spewed) colourful pictures, made noise and music, could be connected to the tv-set and equipped with a joystick.

Games and utilities first came on tapes that were played in a special Atari tape recorder, called the Datasette. Some time later the first floppy-drive (1541) arrived. The lumpy brown thing was lovingly called the "breadbox" and sold like hotcakes. Today you might find them at the flee-market: computer, joystick, datasette, harddisk and 2 shoeboxes full of programs, all in one for $ 20.

The emulator
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When nostalgic about the soft blue screen of the old C64, you don't have to put up with a pile of scrap electronics. With the help of a suitable emulator even modern high-powered computers announce themselves as the modest C64: "64K RAM SYSTEM - 38911 BASIC BYTES FREE - READY". And there is choice amongst a number of emulators, commercial as well as shareware and freeware., for all operating systems from DOS and Windows to UNIX and LINUX.. The worship of the C64 is still widespread.

Whether old games with cult status like "Ghost and Goblin", "LeaderBoard" and "Mission Impossible" will run on your present system depends on 3 things: the PC, the emulator and the program in question. With respect to the processor it's as usual: "much helps much". Any emulator runs better on a Pentium III or Athlon with 500 MHz than on an old 486. With respect to the emulator itself the rules are different. There is no doubt that modern versions, running under Windows, make life easier. The C64 window can be moved and enlarged at wish, as much as 4 virtual disk drives are available, menu-commands facilitate control and the speed of the old "breadbox" can be increased considerably.
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But it only functions if and when the program in question was coded correctly and if it doesn't interact too intimately with the internals of the C64. In reality that's seldom the case. Flight Simulator especially is very choosy. It only runs with emulators that render the original architecture and functioning of the C64 very closely, like the shareware CCS64 (the older version 1.09 is now available as freeware). But keep in mind that this does not mean that you are sitting in front of a real Commodore 64. And be patient: the loading of this small a program from the harddisk may still take as long as in the past, almost 3 minutes! Yes sir, "As real as it gets".

Happy owners of original program-disks can show their handyman capabilities by preparing a serial cable for connecting the original 1541 disk to their PC. It really works! All others don't have to do much more than fire up their Internet browser and type in a simple address as /www.c64.com/. There you can find a plethora of old Commodore software, converted to a special handy format. Files with the extension D64 contain images of C64-diskettes, ready to run with an emulator under Windows or DOS. T64 files contain tape-images. All you have to do is copy the file to the harddisk of the PC, supposed that you still remember the right instructions: LOAD "$", 8 *, which even can be automated.

The Flight Simulator
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One of the programs the website www.c64.com offers for download in D64 form is the mythical subLOGIC Flight Simulator II. Nothing then can stop you from having fun flying at a framerate of about 1 screen per second. In those days flightsimulation was not for the faint at heart. In today's eyes this seems almost unacceptable, but back then Flight Simulator II was a huge success. It had a "real" panel with round instruments with moving needles and rolling numbers, instead of the projection of the flight parameters in mere numbers on the bottom of the screen. The pilot was able to look in all directions, front, sides and backwards. The scenery was quasi 3-dimensional and not just a distant coulisse. Everything a true pilot needed was there, from fuel-tank selector to ILS-system. Basically FS II was quite complete. Meigs was already the standard start-up airport, Chicago however was rather empty; only one skyscraper bordered Lake Michigan.

The control of FS has seen some dramatic changes over the years, when compared to those old days. One key that hasn't changed is P for Pause and the setting of the radio frequencies also is still the same. However you can forget about using the radios, because the C64 emulator does not include the STRG-key. Although the C64 at the time already had [image: image7.jpg]FUEHTSWARATR




function-keys, the Flight Simulator didn't use them and neither were the cursor-keys. The way to steer the plane is shown in the control key reference cards, which are taken from the flightsim bible "MS Flight Simulator Co-Pilot", written by first hour flightsim enthusiast Charles Gulick. BTW: my personal photocopies of that book have faded over the years and now are very dim and pale. A new set of copies would be more than welcome (note of the author).

In theory your joystick should function, but I didn't succeed in getting it to work. Luckily the CCS64 emulator gives us 2 simulated joysticks on the numeric pad. Sound is also not available. But that might be more of a blessing, as Flight Simulator II did not produce more than a very annoying kind of hum.

The wide, wide world

When flying with FS II you really need two virtues: patience and control. The very low framerate, combined with the low precision of the controls make it very difficult to keep the aeroplane in a quiet attitude. Most of the time it keeps rocking and rolling back and forth. The best way to control it is to hit the relevant key only once or twice, wait how the plane reacts and stabilises and then go on. 
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When looking out of the side, a white trapezoid can be seen at the bottom of the screen. This is no display anomaly, but a top-view of the wing. The standard aircraft in the Commodore FS II version is supposed to be the Piper Archer, that has low wings. Likewise when you look backwards you will see s white vertical strip representing the rudder. The concurrent version that Microsoft marketed for the PC already featured the Cessna 182RG that has a high wing. Unfortunately none of these versions can show the plane from the outside. That feature only came in the next version. Although the Archer is less powerful than the Cessna, it is quite suited to roam the whole wide FS pixel world. A world, which isn't too wide after all, as only small regions around Chicago, New York, Boston, Los Angeles and Seattle are rendered in (a bit) more detail in this version.
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To that comes another small area in which one could fight an aerial war. War was declared by hitting key W, after which a Sopwith Camel replaces the plane (as we are told) and we could start dropping bombs and shooting enemy planes.  This area, already present in version 1 of FS is also famous because of another reason. Here, on Eagle Field, Charlie Gulick teaches how to fly in the above-mentioned book. 

To find this place and others is not so easy. There is no such thing as a drop-down list of all the airfields in this primeval FS-version. Knowledge of normal geographical co-ordinates (latitude, longitude) also doesn't help much, as FS has its own co-ordinate system, with the centre somewhere in the Pacific. As a consequence all airports have eastern latitude. To find a certain airport you have to look it up in the original handbook, switch to the editor (key E and wait!) and type in the relevant numbers. For a choice of airports see the table below.

	Flight Simulator II  Choice of Airports

	Name
	North
	East
	Altitude

	Meigs Field (Chicago)
	17186
	16671
	591

	O'Hare Intl (Chicago)
	17244
	16578
	666

	Willard (Champaign)
	16400
	16466
	755

	John F. Kennedy (New York)
	17034
	21065
	12

	Logan Intl. (Boston)
	17899
	21853
	20

	Martha Vineyard
	17490
	22043
	69

	Boeing Field (Seattle)
	21376
	6596
	20

	Snohomish County (Everett)
	21523
	6665
	604

	Los Angeles Intl. (Los Angeles)
	15374
	5805
	128

	Lindbergh Field (San Diego)
	14761
	6102
	17

	Eagle Field (World War I)
	17417
	7440
	410


Doing this puts the plane on the ramp, most of the time next to the fuel-depot. The coarseness of the co-ordinate system however makes it impossible to place a plane on the runway. For example: the value 16671 places the plane directly left of the runway on Meigs. The next value 16672 sinks the Piper Archer in the lake. The best way to orientate is to switch to radar view (key 4) and to use the zoom-function (keys . and ,). That way it's not too difficult to find the runway, taxi to it and start a sightseeing tour in the childhood of flightsimulation. Good luck, Sergio.

Addendum
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Lter the add-on sceneries arrived on separate floppy disks. After a long wait finally in 1986 the European customers were served when scenery disk 14 arrived, containing the “Western European Scenery Tour”. This covered parts of England, France and Germany with more detailed scenery in London, Paris and Munich.
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Familiar start-up situation at Meigs Airport, Chicago
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