Some Things Never Change ... Like Windshear

by Joseph Stearns (1996)

The Dusty Floppy

I was doing a bit of cleaning recently when I came across my old Flight Simulator 3.0 disk. Yes, version 3.0 did fit on a single floppy disk and there was room to spare. In fact, the full hard drive installation is a paltry 700K. That's quite a bit less than the 150 meg monster we face today, isn't it?

I figured I'd pop it in the drive and wax nostalgic for a while. Here's what I saw...and remember. Please take time now to glance at the screenshots. If you don't already have the screenshots, you can download them from the FSRC's Utilities and Miscellaneous Software Library (Keyword FLIGHT).

VGA's Infancy

Around the time Microsoft released Flight Simulator 3.0, mid-1988, games still used EGA or MCGA graphics. The choice was between how sharp the display looked and how many colors could be shown. EGA had better resolution while MCGA had more colors. Then VGA arrived. FS3 was one of the first entertainment titles to use the new 16-color, hi-res VGA mode. I fondly recall my amazement when I saw the crisp graphics, all the while cursing Microsoft for making my favorite game run so slow!

First Impression

Well, this really isn't a first impression since FS3 was an old favorite, but it had been 8 years after all. After installing it, I double-clicked the program file (I'm in Windows 95 here), went through the setup questions and...there I was, back at Meigs field. The runway was grey back then, too! And would you believe FS3 took less than 2 seconds to load!? Truly amazing.

The panel, though not photorealistic, looked nearly identical to Flight Simulator 95's. The runway and nearby scenery looked quite similar, too. The big difference was the lack of textures. I cranked up the detail (set ground textures to "small rectangles", and turned up the image quality to "complex"). It didn't seem to make much difference. Still, as you'll see from the screenshots, much remains the same.

One thing hit me straight-away: the engine sound through the PC speaker was very annoying. But I left it on to get the full effect. Next, I opened the Mode menu to switch planes. Only 3 aircraft were available: the Skylane Turbo RGIII, the Learjet 25G and the venerable Sopwith Camel. All shared the same basic Cessna panel.

Boy, the menu structure sure hasn't changed much. In FS3, you can set window views, change modes (situations), set the time of day, pick weather, adjust the realism, configure controller hardware, etc. It was all there. Flight Simulator 95 is a product of much evolution. You seldom realize just how true this is until you look back.

Flight

Overall, the sim did not run overly fast, as you might expect from a 166z Pentium running a 1988 DOS game. Joystick control was somewhat finicky but the plane was responsive. I could fly the old Chicago Tour without complication. The flight model is nothing compared to FS95. Still, considering a game that takes only 600K (and this is disk storage, folks, not RAM!), it wasn't bad.

After a while, I switched from rectangular textures to dots. Much better. I also created a couple of could layers which looked more like snow than clouds (scattered 2/8)! After finding a paper nav map, I set course for O'Hare...
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The Screenshots 

MEIGS.GIF
Looks strikingly familiar, eh? Yep, that's the same runway numbering and Sears tower off in the distance. You might notice I brought up the moving map display. Even the highways are the same.
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EXTERNAL.GIF

FS3 lacked full screen external views for all window modes but here we see the Cessna from the tower's full-screen point-of-view. The Cessna's visual model is nothing like today's standards. But you can tell it's a Skylane, if only barely.
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FLIGHT1.GIF
Here's a flyby of Meigs field. Definitely no photorealistic textures here, folks. No elaborate control tower, either. Just a big, yellow "fuel" square just off the taxiways. 
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DUSK.GIF
Yes, dawn and dusk was modeled in 1988. With only 16 available colors, I feel they did a fine job. Here I'm flying over the Oakland area. Notice the aircraft carrier in the bay. If you look closely at the panel, you can tell I've switched planes. 
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NIGHT.GIF
It wouldn't be fair to skimp out on a night-time screenshot. Back then, this stuff was very impressive and few sims bothered with stars, city lighting, the moon, etc. That's not a graphics glitch in the upper right--it's the second 3D window showing the track view.
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MODEMENU.GIF
Here's the Mode menu. No glossy 3D buttons, just simple, pull down menus. I hate to say it but finding and accessing features in FS3 is easier and much quicker than FS95.
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GOLDGATE.GIF
Here's a shot of the Goldengate bridge at dawn. It's a bit cloudy (or is that snow?). Those yellow polygons in the background are skyscrapers.

The Flaps Still Work

It's amazing just how much hasn't changed in 8 years. There's no doubt FS95 is a far better product. However, the FS95 interface, terrain system, view controls and quite a few other features closely resemble earlier versions...too closely resemble them, in my opinion. Let's pray FS7 will offer some revolutionary changes. We're due.

One thing FS3 had that FS95 does not is a World War 1 entertainment mode. This mode offered air combat and bombing in a special war scenario. You took off from the friendly side and pressed "W" to declare war. At that point, numerous enemy planes resembling "T"s appeared and you tried to put them in your cross hairs. The SPACEBAR key fired guns which, through a PC speaker, sounded absolutely terrible.
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Take a look at WW1.GIF and you'll see me get shot right out of my cockpit. I had little chance. The computer opponents were flying at light speed. Those 166mhz "T"s gave me quite a fight. Air Warrior players may notice the WW1 mode bears sharp resemblance to AW arenas. FS3 had sectors; AW has sectors. FS3 had corny mountains and rivers; AW has similar terrain. You could drop bombs in FS3; hey, AW has that, too! 

The more things change...

::Joe double clicks on the FS95 program icon and starts counting::

::1...2...3...4....10....30...40!::

::after 40 very long seconds, FS95 is finally ready to rock 'n roll::

But boy those wispy cloud textures sure look kewl.

Joe
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