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    ATARI ST-ARS
       ATARI ADDICT • DECEMBER 2024

As a ‘legend’ of 1990s games journalism (so I’m 
told), I’ve been actively sought out in recent 
years to contribute main/cover features to 
various retro magazines. Many of these (such 
as this one) focus on celebrities and culture.

    THE MAGNIFICENT SEVEN
       PLAYSTATION PLUS • SEPTEMBER 1996

Mixing pop culture and gaming has long been a 
speciality as this ancient piece demonstrates.

    A-Z OF AMSTRAD ACTION
       AMSTRAD ADDICT • DECEMBER 2023

Bite-sized chunks prove popular. This ‘memoir’   
piece hides its self-indulgence behind humour. 

    GOING DUTCH
       PC REVIEW • DECEMBER 1995

“The internet is dead.” My gonzo-style series of 
PC ‘travelogue’ pieces wasn’t always this wrong. 

                   JUST SEVENTEEN • 11TH OCT 1995
                   JUST SEVENTEEN • 15TH NOV 1995
                   SKY • MAY 1997

Lifestyle pieces include ‘true life’ interviews, 
vox popping and ghost-written sex confessionals.
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A­Z of Amstrad Action
The longest­running British CPC mag bestrode newsstands for 117 issues and, though Amstrad Action is 
long gone, some of its staff survive, hidden from view doing whatever godless stuff ex­games writers 
do. We hunted down Adam Peters for a window into the world of early 1990s Amstrad Action. Which 
he's done in alphabetic order for some stupid reason.

ADAMS were a prominent feature of 
AA in the late 80s and early 90s. There 
was the techie one (Waring) and the tacky 
one (Peters). Both had a pre-magazine 
background with the CPC; Waring having 
written games for it and Peters using his 
to create football fanzines and horrible 
music. Although still listed as Technical 
Editor, the former was freelancing when 
the latter joined full-time in the summer 
of 1991. Alongside editor Rod Lawton 
and the designer du jour, Peters formed 
AA's unholy trinity of permanent staff.

CPCTAR is (as of just now) the name for 
an innovative musical instrument formed 
by welding the neck of a guitar to the 
cartridge port of a 6128 Plus. For some 
reason Amstrad never got round to 
mass producing this item, so AA had to 
make one in the summer of 1992 in a 
photo studio in Bradford-on-Avon. We 
didn't have a welding torch so we had to 
use masking tape, Blu Tack and spittle. Of 
course, the cpctar doesn't actually work 
as an instrument but punk rock is all about 
image, innit? This particular gurning bare-
chested image fronting AA85  horrified 
readers so much (sales were 4,000 less 
than usual) that I was banned from ever 
appearing on the cover again.

DIY CULTURE was a key feature of AA  in the 
early 90s. We knew the CPC couldn't compete 
with consoles for gaming or 16-bit machines 
elsewhere (for example, music on the Atari ST 
or graphics apps on the Amiga) but, even in a 
race you can't win, you strive as best you can. 
So we showed readers what they could do, not 
what they couldn’t. I remain a huge fan of the 
DIY ethic. Ten years ago I started following a 
local sports team. They didn't issue 
programmes for matches so I started my own; 
it's now the world's second longest running 
magazine about that sport. If something 
doesn't exist and you wish it did, make it 
yourself – especially if it's something CPC-
related in this golden age of retro gaming.

GAMES drove the magazine. The older business user sector of our readership didn't 
like this. Cartoony covers were particularly frowned upon which is why we'd often 
have a cheesy photo instead. For example, an issue with Smash TV  as the main game 
review featured me (before I was banned from covers) putting a hammer through a 
CPC monitor. Magazines are a visual artform and there's only so much you can do with 
pictures of monochrome spreadsheet screens. Declining game releases risked sucking 
the colour (literally) out of AA, but we couldn't ignore the situation. Rod and I got a 
dressing down from our publisher after an article about it. "Don't tell your readers 
there are hardly any Amstrad games in WHSmith now," he wailed. The fact that our 
readers visited WHSmith for themselves seemed lost on him.

BATH is great. The household object, that is. Where else can one multitask so 
effectively, lying back to eat your dinner and read your favourite retro gaming 
mag whilst you get clean. Attempting those 
additional tasks in the shower doesn't end 
well at all – believe me, I've tried. Bath (the 
city in England's South West) was more of an 
acquired taste however, especially for 
someone fresh from the lawless ravepits of 
East London. With most of its two dozen 
magazines spread across the city centre, 
Future Publishing had a very visible presence 
amidst Bath's braying barons' beige buildings.

EXERCISE is important. If your office is 
too small for any sensible sport, DIY culture 
says create your own. Once our respective 
editors had gone home for the evening, 
Your Sinclair's Jonathan Nash and I would 
often put CPC vs Speccy bragging rights 
on the line via the medium of chairball. 
This involved sitting on swivelling office 
chairs to race around a tiny shared office 
throwing a semi-inflated football towards 
a wheelie bin goal. Somehow we avoided 
serious injury to ourselves or others – 
although there was that time when a 
falling (paper-cutting) guillotine almost 
“French Revolutioned” YS  designer Andy.

FREELANCE was vital. My starting salary at AA  (writing 50 to 70 
percent of each issue) in 1991 was £8,500. After inflation that's a little 
under £18,000 today or a smidgeon below minimum wage. To make 
ends meet, Future's games journos would slave into the night writing 
reviews for other mags. I might be sitting in Amiga Power 's office 
playing a game to review for them, whilst their own writers were sitting 
in Sega Power doing the same. AA readers would often write in, 
annoyed at seeing my name treacherously appearing in other mags, but 
it really was the only way to get by in spendy Bath. 
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Adam Peters first wrote for AA39 (Dec 1988) and continued to contribute to the magazine before taking on a full-time staff role 
there from AA73-AA88 (Oct 1991-Jan 1993). We have no idea what he's doing now. Probably hallucinogenic squirrel venom.

ZZAP!64 is a Commodore 64 magazine 
published by NotFuture and thus has no 
business being in this article. You try 
finding another Z though.

YOUR SINCLAIR were our mates. Sharing an office is partly 
to blame, but we also shared a publisher, advert seller, art 
assistant, techie dude (Mr Waring) and more. Of course both 
computers also shared a Z80 chip, hence the plethora of lazy 
Speccy ports making no use of the CPC's better colours. 
Amstrad of course bought Sinclair back in 1986 so we 
technically owned their asses. AA's writing style in the early 90s 
was partly inspired by the Smash Hits meets Viz playfulness of 
YS. Given an older skewing average readership age we could be 
even cheekier/ruder than them, although this annoyed the 
database brigade (oops). Yay us!

XMAS 1991 saw a peak bout of 8-bit bondage as the publisher in charge of AA, 
YS  and Commodore Format  took us all out for a meal in a fancy restaurant. This 
swiftly degenerated into a mass food fight covering half the venue to the horror 
of the regular jewellery-rattling customers. Somehow (after a quiet word) none 
of us were thrown out, banned or jailed. I guess that's what Jane the publisher 
did all day – saved us from ourselves. 

WORLEY'S WORLD was written by 
me. The photo used for said angry AA 
letter writer was my university flatmate. 
I wanted to provoke responses to liven 
up the letters page and it worked. 
You're probably not allowed to pull that 
sort of hoax any more, but the early 90s 
were a bandit era.

VARIOUS RIVALS came and went over the years. When AA's 
final issue (dated June 1995) dropped it had outlasted them all, 
including the strait-laced official Amstrad Computer User (1984-
1992), punky Amtix (1985-1987, but recently revived) and a 
brief AA -dissing interloper called CPC Attack (1992). I'd later 
work in TV with ACU 's final editor and got the impression he 
wrote it whilst sitting in his underpants in his attic in Cornwall. 
Fair play if so.

ROD THE EDITOR was widely known for having a beard. In 
the current steampunk, hipster, craft beer era pretty much 
everyone has a beard, even babies, but back then it was quite 
the novelty. Indeed I'm pretty sure Mr Lawton, as well as being 
my first 'work dad', was also the first bearded person I had met 
outside of a circus. His wry cynicism and my pugnacious 
enthusiasm bounced off each other well and I feel that came 
across in the magazine. I haven't seen Rod in 30+ years and 
would love to track him down for a reunion article if any retro 
gaming mag has the dollar to make that happen.

UNNECESSARY SWEARING is only 
unnecessary if a game isn't actually shit 
after all.

SEGA POWER wasn't the enemy but I wasn't about to get 
into bed with them. There were a couple of occasions when 
hints were dropped that there might be a full-time role for me 
on SP. I think they were surprised that I wanted to stay with AA. 
"8-bit mags are on the way out," they'd say, "they're only keeping 
AA  going because it was Future's first mag so Chris the MD has 
a lot of affection for it." In fact our circulation had bucked the 
8-bit trend and risen slightly. The idea of just writing about 
bloody Sonic all day didn't appeal either. My other abiding 
memories of SP  are when their writer John Cantlie and myself 
would be the last two working late of an evening, having a quick 
contest on something Megadrivey in our breaks. The life of a 
games reviewer is an easy one compared to much other 
journalism. (John went in the opposite direction, becoming a 
war reporter. Tragically he was kidnapped by ISIS 10 years ago 
and is now presumed dead.)
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TELEPHONES used to have wires and were stuck to walls. 
Crazy huh? As far as AA was concerned, calls from readers were 
filtered to an answerphone (we were busy making the mag) 
apart from one afternoon a week. The usual breakdown of a 
Reader Calls Afternoon in 1992 is as follows: 57 percent 
readers' siblings shouting "Amstrads suck"; 25 percent  people 
who won a competition three years ago wondering where their 

prize is (the software 
company lost it); 13 
percent complicated 
techie questions even 
Amstrad wouldn't know 
the answer to; and five 
percent vicars 
complaining that we used 
the word 'shit' that one 
time. I'm scared of 
telephones to this day.
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NIRVANA at Bristol Bierkeller was the 
highlight of my time at Amstrad Action. 
It would be way more appropriate to 
pick something magazine or CPC-related 
for this, but seeing such an iconic band 
in a small venue in November 1991 (one 
of only four UK gigs to promote Teen 
Spirit/Nevermind) is a memory I'll long 
cherish. I went to the gig with YS  writer 
Linda; I had a ticket and she didn't but a 
kindly soul outside gave her the only 
spare going for face value. N is also for 
Nostalgia, which in many ways is why 
we're all here on this page right now.

OUTSIDE OF WORK for Future staffers usually meant one place. If you 
wanted to bump into your favourite games scribe in early 90s Bath, you 
needed to swerve the arcades, record stores and Jane Austen museums and 
head for Queen Street. Located next to Future's original (by then, far 
outgrown) office you would find Hatchett's (now called The Raven), a narrow 
pub whose occupants most evenings would be 75 percent games journalists. If 
your favourite wasn't inside, you’d likely find them in the street out front, face 
down in that other Future tradition, a sicked-up Schwartz burger.

JANE THE PUBLISHER was 
the secret string puller and overlord 
when I joined AA. To this day I 
don't really know what a magazine 
publisher (person not company) 
does; it seemed to mostly involve 
having three-hour 'lunches' in 
wine bars with other publishers. 
At least Jane understood what 
Rod and I were trying to do 
though, unlike a later publisher of 
WHSmith comment infamy.

LATE NIGHTS were a given and the 
main reason I left AA. The office was open 
until 10pm (or 2am if a big mag on deadline 
paid the security guard's overtime) and I 
was there until that time most nights 
churning out freelance reviews. This often 
meant rocking up the next day at 11-ish 
which didn't match editor Rod's hours. 
His family life in distant Weston-super-
thingy bookended a more sensible and 
understandable 9 to 5 life. Thus I found 
myself heading back to London to work 
on Sega and Nintendo mags (sorry!) with 
more flexible hours. MULTIFACES ruled. Although primarily 

aimed at people wanting to POKE in 
cheats, this fag packet-sized black dongle 
was a godsend on a machine with no 
'Print Screen' key. I revelled in taking 
snapshots of every screen of a game 
level to piece together as a map. Levels 
were often bigger than anticipated with 
the resulting maps appearing so small in 
the mag as to be near useless, especially 
when they ended up on a non-colour 
page as (basically) a muddy grey 
skidmark. Oh well.

INTERWEBS are great. I dearly wish 
there was something like AP2  (an online 
homage to Amiga Power) for AA. I guess 
this article will have to fill that gap for 
now. Sorting the fact from the fiction is 
important as I discovered when loftily 
Googling myself 15-odd years ago. I 
stumbled upon a CPC forum discussion 
which suggested I was fired from AA due 
to my addiction to hallucinogenic squirrel 
venom. This is not true, dear reader.

HOUSE ADS were hated. I fully 
understand Future fighting for the 
biggest slice of the latest 16-bit/console 
mag market but the rising tide of full 
page adverts for Sega, Amiga and 
Nintendo mags in AA  upset our readers. 
They also risked cannibalising CPC 
ownership (and thus our circulation) and 
hogged valuable colour pages, all whilst 
gifting our budget a third of what we'd 
have got for an external ad.
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QUARK XPRESS is what AA was put together on, back in the 
days before Adobe owned everything creative. In place of 
Photoshop we had a wealth of confusingly named packages 
called studio/8, GraphArtX and PicLicker 91 (I might have made 
some of these up). When I started, I was expected to write my 
copy on a CPC then use various ASCII conversion tools to get it 
onto a Mac Quark page, hopefully in a form that didn't look like 
the inscriptions from an Indiana Jones temple. Since I owned a 
Mac of my own, I brought that into work as a stopgap. Nine months 
later they finally gave me an office one instead. It's safe to say 
AA  wasn't the most heavily funded of magazines. Why else did 
they end up with me rather than Kate Moss on the cover?

PC FORMAT was the enemy. This hefty mag launched around 
the same time I joined Future. AA and Your Sinclair were sharing 
one corner of the main office's mostly open plan top floor. The 
newly arrived PC Format seemed not to understand the concept 
of open plan as they moved their freestanding divider wall 
further into our territory on a daily basis. This added a Death 
Star trash compactor element to games of chairball as the 8-bit 
office shrank piece by piece. We complained and, in a clear act 
of carrot waving, PCF  invited YS  Jon and myself to have our 
headshots taken for future freelance work. I never got any. 
Then again I never stopped playing chairball or complaining.

KKLAX and Switchblade are apparently the 
most reviewed games in AA  history, each 
appearing four times across full-price/budget 
and standard/cartridge formats. The fact that 
the respective scores are so similar (74 to 90 
percent for Klax, 88 to 94 percent for 
Switchblade) testifies to the precision of the 
many games reviewers the magazine used 
over the years. Either that or we all just copied 
each other. 
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