THE HISTORY OF ZZAP!64, 

as transcribed by apprentice historian Demetrius Kiminas of www.gb64.com.

ZZAP!64 run from May 1985 to March 1994, a total of 8 years and 10 months, during which time 106 issues saw the light of the day. In its turbulent history, closely following the history of one of the most loved home computers, the Commodore 64, ZZAP! went through many transformations. 

The First Period: May 1985 to October 1988 (3 years, 5 months)

The first and most glorious part of its history is covered within issues 1 to 42, from May 1985 to October 1988, when the magazine was really the king in its domain – but then again, the C64 was also the home computer king during that era. ZZAP! was published by Newsfield Ltd., a company owned by Roger Kean, Oliver Frey and Franco Frey, which formed within 1983 as a mail-order software provider. In 1984 its first magazine was published, CRASH! for the ZX Spectrum, and following its great success ZZAP!64 appeared one year later and was greeted equally warmly by the public. The secret of both magazines’ success was that they gave attention to games and only games. Up to then, all magazines included listings and other techno-stuff that were boring to the average teenager. Issues of this period had an average of 130 pages and reviewed on average 28 games each month.

The first editor and designer of ZZAP! was one Chris Anderson, former editor of another mag of the era (Personal Computer Games) that has just ceased publication. The first reviewers were Bob Wade (also from PCG), Julian Rignall, and Gary Penn (who would also handle the comprehensive games’ maps & tips section). The writer of the extensive Adventure Games’ section was Steve Cooke, who was writing the adventure section of PCG under the pen name ‘The White Wizard’. Oliver Frey, a talented artist, would handle the striking covers that left their impact to the whole life of the magazine—and also draw Rockford, star of then hit game Boulderdash, who graced the magazine’s margins with meaningful comments on any review or feature. A fictional character called The Scorelord would host a reviewer-reader challenge on a hit game every month. The 1st issue hit the streets on 11 April 1985 with a cover date of May 1985 and a cover price of 95p.

The magazine’s approach to reviews (game description accompanied by opinions of usually 3 reviewers next to sketches of their expressions) was revolutionary then, and would still be considered revolutionary today in any computer magazine. No wonder that the circulation numbers immediately started to grow. The games were rated by percentages on various attributes (Presentation, Graphics, Sound, etc.) with a very good game receiving a ‘Sizzler’ accolade and an excellent one a ‘Gold Medal Award’.

The first re-design of the magazine came as early as issue 4. The magazine’s offices were relocated from Yeovil to Ludlow in order for all the Newsfield magazines to be under the same roof, but both Chris and Bob decided not to follow. The new editor was Roger Kean (then also editor of CRASH!) and the new reviewer would be Paul Sumner (if he existed!). Indeed, at this point was decided to create a phoney reviewer whose bits would be written by Julian and Gary (giving him the appearance of Dominic Handy, then part-time CRASH! reviewer and later CRASH! editor). The whole thing was so well orchestrated that nobody ever found out until it was revealed by an ex-reviewer years after the magazine’s demise! Another imaginary individual, Lloyd Mangram, already used for the letters page in CRASH!, was introduced to ZZAP! as well as the letters-answering front-man. The letters were previously answered by editor Chris Anderson, but from now on would be answered by the reviewers.

A new reviewer would finally join the mag in issue 7 in the form of Gary Liddon, whose machine language skills would lead to the introduction of the first Zzap! regular technical column in issue 14. Another newcomer, Sean Masterson, would also join the magazine in the same issue and host a newly-created Strategy Games section.

Issue 9 was the Christmas Special of 1985, the first of four, and contained a record 172 pages at a cost of £1.25. Issue 10 saw the cover price increasing to £1 and the introduction of another margin character: Thing of the hit game Thing on a Spring. Its battles with Rockford for margin domination would reach legendary proportions! 

The average monthly sales of ZZAP! were stated in issue 13: During the period July-December 1985 it sold 42,973 issues, 40,603 of which within the UK -- more than any other comparable title in the UK.

A new margin character appeared in issue 15, later acquiring the name ‘Mr. Nose’. Issue 15 also contained the only review comment by Roger Kean. Issue 16 saw the departure of Gary Liddon in order to join Newsfield’s newly created software publisher, Thalamus, and issue 17 the surrender of Editorship by Roger Kean to Gary Penn. Since Roger was busy running Newsfield, Gary as Assistant Editor was doing most of the magazine’s editorial job anyway. In the same issue Richard Eddy was introduced as Liddon’s replacement. For some reason he would remain the least liked reviewer in reader surveys.

The monthly sales of ZZAP! as stated in issue 19 were steadily rising: During the period January-June 1986 it sold a monthly average of 59,356 issues, 54,399 of which sold within the UK.

Issue 20 saw the departure of Sean Masterson and the handing over of the tips section to Julian Rignall, as Gary had his hands full with his responsibilities as editor. Issue 21 was the Christmas Special of 1986, which at a cost of £1.95 set a new record of size (196 pages). Issue 22 set a record with its 44 games reviews and included the only review comment by sub-editor Massimo Valducci. Yet a new reviewer, Steve Jarratt, was introduced in issue 24. In issue 25 Gary revealed that the mean circulation for the 2nd semester of 1986 was 67,728 issues. Issue 26 cost £1.50 as it has it had a cassette tape stuck on the cover: The ZZAP! Sampler! Issue 27 saw the promotion of Ciaran Brennan to a reviewer, taking the position of departing Richard Eddy, and the re-introduction of the Strategy section by Philippa Irving, holder of a similar column in Crash!

Issue 28 started with the editorial handing over procedure: Gary went to work for the new Newsfield magazine “The Games Machine”, and ZZAP! found a new editor in the person of Ciaran Brennan. The same issue saw the return of Gary Liddon and his ‘technical thing in the middle’ column. 

Issue 30 announced the new circulation statistics: From January to June 1987 Zzap!64 sold a monthly average of 77,483 issues, 63,809 of which within the UK. It also introduced a budget section were from now on cheap games would be reviewed in brief, instead of getting a full review. The same issue saw the final departure of Gary Liddon and the final column of The White Wizard. Issue 31 came with free (paper) 3D glasses and an impressive 3D section. Its cover price was increased to £1.25 and the new Adventure columnist introduced: It was Nik Wild, writing under the penname ‘The Harlequin’. 

Issue 32 saw the departure of Ciaran Brennan and the passing of the editorial position to Julian Rignall. It also contained the first 16-bit section, devoted to both the Amiga and the Atari ST, a feature that would appear regularly from issue 34 (but only for the Amiga), usually spanning two pages. Issue 33 was the Christmas Special of 1987, which again cost £1.95 and boasted 196 pages. It introduced yet a new reviewer: Dan Gilbert, who also took over the Tips section in the next issue. However, issue 35 saw the departure of Dan and the return of Julian at the Tips. It also introduced the new reviewer who would replace Dan: Paul Glancey. Issue 36 saw the arrival of yet another reviewer: Gordon Houghton, as well as a feature that contained Amiga games reviewed in the normal ZZAP! style. With so many reviewers around, Paul Sumner was slowly phased out with only his name in the masthead remaining in the next issue, and even that vanishing by issue 38. 

In issue 38 the circulation numbers for the period July-December 1987 appeared: 82,933, with 64,110 in UK and Ireland. That issue also saw the departure of Steve Jarratt who became the new editor of Crash! Issue 39 came with a free booklet, “Another Day at the Arcades”. Issue 40 saw the departure of Julian Rignall, the last of the first generation of reviewers. The next generation took over with Gordon taking on the Editorial and Paul Glancey the Tips. The sudden reduction of reviewers in two warranted one last appearance by Paul Sumner. It later became known that his bits for this issue were written by Warren Lapworth. He was not meant to get a reviewer’s position at this point, however, as issue 41 introduced Matthew Evans for the job.

Issue 42 cost £1.50 as it had a ‘Mega Cassette’ stuck in the cover, which was supposed to have a demo of Katakis in it. As Katakis was taken off shelves by court order (due to its resemblance to R-Type) instead it had a copy of the rather dated game Time Tunnel, which caused a wave of reader complaints. This issue also saw the return of the margin characters, Rockford and Thingy, which had mysteriously vanished after the last Christmas Special (issue 33)--Mr. Nose would return in the next issue. Finally, Gordon informed the unsuspecting public that from that issue on, Zzap! would also review Amiga games in a separate section. The last C64-only magazine ceased to be C64 only!

The Second Period: November 1988 to September 1990 (1 year, 11 months)

During the second era, spanning issues 43 to 65 (November 1988 to September 1990), the magazine was called ZZAP!C64/AMIGA and was reviewing both C64 and Commodore Amiga games. During this era the C64 ceased to be the king of home computers, as the new shiny 16-bits dazzled the world with their new and exciting capabilities, but it was still a very widespread and very ‘live’ machine. Issues of this period had on average 21 C64 game reviews each month.

Issue 43, besides the name change, had the ‘Mega-Tape 2’ on its cover, again for the price of £1.50. It introduced the first female reviewer, Katharina Hamza. In a cost-cutting venture, the Nik Wild/Harlequin column was terminated: The Adventure column from this issue on would be written by Kati under the penname ‘Chuck Vomit’ (a troll). 

Issue 44, the Christmas Special of 1988, was the biggest ZZAP! issue ever: 228 pages and the ‘Zzap! Mega-Tape 3’ at a cover price of £1.95! Alas, it was meant to be the last Christmas Special. Still, a somewhat fishy character was introduced: Ken D. Fish, an imaginary . . . fish, which would handle the announcement of the competition results.

Issue 45 had the Zzap! Mega-Tape 4 stuck on the cover, so it cost £1.50. It saw the departure of Philippa (in another cost-cutting attempt), author of extremely comprehensive strategy reviews, whose column was sadly the interest of a small minority. Issue 46 saw the departure of Paul Glancey and the drastic decrease of the pages to just 100, as advertising income rapidly decreased. No covertapes would appear for a while, so the price came back to £1.25. Issue 47 witnessed the 2nd drastic re-design in ZZAP! history. The whole magazine was redesigned with an emphasis in colourfulness. The most important novelty was the mixing of C64 and Amiga reviews in the magazine, including giving both C64 and Amiga versions of a game a common review (if received on the same month). The tips section was handed to Maff Evans and a new margin character was introduced: ‘The Pantomime Horse!’ 

Issue 49 saw a further decrease of pages to 92, making it the smallest issue of Zzap! until that date. It introduced the new reviewer who’d replace Paul Glancey: Paul Rand. Issue 50, an anniversary issue, had Zzap! Mega Tape 5 on its cover so its cover price was raised to £1.60. Its pages were further reduced to 84, a number that would remain stable for the next 15 months. The downhill ride of the C64 resulted in reducing circulation numbers and advertising income for the first time in Zzap!’s history, a cause of great concern to the management. In an abrupt move, they decided to replace the whole reviewing team, making them the scapegoats of this puzzling transitory era. (Instead, this would have been the best time to separate the magazine into Zzap!64 and Zzap!Amiga, a move that never occurred.) The changes were mentioned in the remote foreword of that month’s challenge (instead of the editorial or the news section), a token of the confusion during the transition. The last pages of issue 50 contained a depiction of all margin characters being abducted by a UFO -- the last time they were seen in the margins of Zzap!

As a result of these developments, Issue 51 saw the departure of Gorgon Houghton, Maff Evans, and Kati Hamza/Chuck Vomit (with only newcomer Paul Rand ‘surviving’) and their replacements were Stuart Wynne (the new Editor), Phil King (from CRASH!), and Robin Hogg (from The Games Machine). Phil King would handle the Adventure reviews under the penname ‘Prof Norman Nutz’ and Paul Rand took over the tips section. Robin would handle the reintroduced strategy games section. Stuart, who disliked writing editorials, remained with the magazine as editor for a record 30 issues.

Issue 52 was the first without an editorial column (the first of many). The next editorial appeared in issue 55, announcing the departure of Paul Rand and the handing over of the tips section to Robin Hogg. Issue 56, the last issue of 1989, saw an increase of the cover price to £1.50. Issue 60 announced the ‘murder’ of the editor by the Scorelord. Stuart would offer review comments under the Scorelord penname for the next few issues. Issue 61 came with Mega Tape 6, without any price increase -- instead overseas users were not getting the tape with the magazine but had to pay an extra £1.99 to get it by mail. A news item in that issue informed us of Stuart getting a surgery -- it was real inasmuch Stu indeed had some kidney stones extracted. During the period he was hospitalised, Phil King wrote his Scorelord review comments. After the next two issues containing Mega Tapes 7 & 8, issue 64 contained no tape with the cover price still at £1.50. Issue 65 included Mega Tape 9 for oversees readers as well, accompanied by a price increase to £1.95. All subsequent issues would have Megatapes on their covers. The same issue saw the replacement of Norman Nutz’s adventure section by ‘The Think Tank’, a new section for both adventure and strategy games, reviewed by Nik Wild and Robin Hogg respectively.

The Third Period: October 1990 to May 1991 (8 months)

The third period of ZZAP! started with the radically redesigned issue 66 (October 1990) and ended with issue 73 (May 1991), the last one to contain Amiga reviews. During this period the Commodore 64 market saw a small resurgence and so did ZZAP, which re-adopted its original ‘ZZAP!64’ name. However, at the beginning of this period another magazine focusing on the C64 (and only on the C64) was published, breaking ZZAP’s monopoly and eventually forcing it to drop the Amiga reviews in an attempt to keep its (largely C64 owning) readership. Issues of this period had on average 18 C64 game reviews each month.

Issue 66 was subtitled ‘C64 – Console – Amiga’, marking the entry of the new C64 keyboardless console into the market that gave rise to a 2nd flood of C64 cartridges. Amassing an impressive number of 100 pages, it was radically redesigned and given a modern and colourful appearance that really made a difference. The image of Stuart returned in his reviews comments, replacing that of the Scorelord, and after a long (and much needed) period of staff stability, a new reviewer was introduced: Warren Lapworth.

Issue 67 saw the departure of Nik Wild for a 2nd time and a small decrease of pages to 92 -- but the pages were back to 100 with issue 68 (the last page increase to occur in Zzap!). The number of pages would remain 100 until issue 70. Issue 68 saw the departure of Warren who was transferred to a new Newsfield magazine as well as the appearance of a new Think Tank contributor: Boris Myashirov. Boris was really a penname of Robin Hogg, who took the whole Think Tank column under his shoulders after Nik’s departure. As writing adventure reviews was supposed to be a really boring task, the name came from the phrase ‘bore my as% off’! Issue 71 came with a decrease of its pages to 84, a number held stable in the next 5 issues. 

The Fourth Period: June 1991 to November 1992 (1 year, 6 months)

The fourth period starts with issue 74 (June 1991) which saw the removal of Amiga reviews and the sole “reign” of the C64 in the magazine for one more time--a reign only shadowed by the steadily withdrawing of the C64 from the market, as the rise of the consoles was sweeping all remaining 8-bits. This period, which included Newsfield’s demise and the continuation under Europress, ends abruptly with issue 90 (November 1992), being the so-called ‘final issue of ZZAP!64’. The average number of reviews per issue in this period remained 18.

The removal of the Amiga was accompanied by a drastic redesign of the magazine. For starters, the cover price was increased to £2.20, which was attributed to the inclusion of a small tips leaflet on the cover and the placement of the tape inside a tape-case. However the changes this time were not just cosmetic: they included two changes in the very core of the Zzap! review system. One was the replacement of the various reviewers’ expressions images that accompanied their review comments with a single expressionless caricature of their face. So far one could understand if the reviewers liked a game or not by just looking at their faces – not any more. Also the reviewer opinions in a review were decreased from the usual three to just one. The main part of the review was now attributed to a certain reviewer (a practice also used in the first 3 issues back in 1985), whose opinion on the game was supposed to be stated there. Some reviews lacked even that one additional comment, with a single reviewer doing the whole review -- this was avoided in later issues. 

Issue 74 contained a one-off comment of CRASH! reviewer Nick Roberts – being an avid Elvira fan, he was called to write the main review piece for the Elvira game. Issue 75 had another tips leaflet on the cover, and the last one of those came with issue 76. That issue also saw the handing over of tips to newcomer Mark Caswell, also known as Corky. Issues 77 and 78 had only 76 pages, a new low record. Within issue 78 a single review was written by Will Evans, a relative of Roger Kean -- But issue 78 was meant to be the last Zzap! published by Newsfield, as the company was declared bankrupt a short time after.

There was no Zzap! with cover date ‘November 1991’ as the transition from Newsfield to newly-formed Europress Impact lasted one month. The new company was formed thanks to capital raised by Roger Kean, Oliver Frey and Jonathan Rignall through publisher Europress. The only ‘casualties’ of this process were reviewer Robin Hogg and . . .eight pages – issue 79 as well as the next 24 would only have 68 of them. The absence of Robin also meant the end of Mr. Myashirov: Zzap! remained without an adventure games section for the first time in its troublesome history.

Issue 80 saw the launch of a new magazine by Europress Impact, which resulted in many new staff writers hired (initially working on both magazines). The new reviewers introduced in this issue were: Claire Morley, Alan Green, Adrian Pitt, Ian Osborne and Paul Mellerick: The issue contained review opinions by seven different reviewers! Issue 81 saw the departure of Stuart Wynne, leaving Phil King in the editorial position. In addition, as reviewers were re-assigned between the magazines, Adrian Pitt disappeared while Mark Caswell, tipster and writer of features until now, got a full transfer from Crash! and acquired a Zzap! reviewer position. Claire Morley, although mentioned as departing in the editorial, continued to offer reviewer comments for a few more issues.

Issue 82 saw the position of ‘editor’ (and Phil) suddenly getting to the 2nd place in the magazine’s hierarchy and a new ‘Managing Editor’ position appearing, held by former Crash! editor, Lucy Hickman. Both Allan Green and Paul Mellerick disappeared, and the magazine went through another redesign phase, including the replacement of letter-man Lloyd Mangram by whip-wielder Mrs. Whiplash (said to be the dark self of Mrs. Hickman). Mrs.Whiplash went as far as replacing the Scorelord as maintainer of the high-scores table. The two reviewers handling each review would now give their personal overall rating in the end of their comment, with the game’s overall rating being the mean of the two. Budget games would be given a full review treatment from now on, with only budget re-releases being briefly reviewed.

With issue 83 came a new reviewer, Carl Rowley, only to disappear in the next issue. Issue 83 contained a last appearance of Boris Myashirov, in the form of an adventure games section that appeared as a one-off feature rather than a regular column. Issue 84 saw the editorial reins handed to Steve Shields. Other developments include Claire’s disappearance and the addition of Bash the Barbarian to the letters section. Readers were encouraged to send their letters to either Whiplash or Bash in order to ‘elect’ the most popular letter-answerer. As the supply of new C64 games continued to diminish, a selected few re-released budget games would be given full reviews from now on.

Issue 85 came with its cover price increased to £2.50 and included a new adventure section, hosted by Bash the Barbarian. Issue 86 saw the triumphant return of the Scorelord in the hi-score page, complete with an impressive picture of him zapping the poor whip woman. Issue 87 saw the disappearance of Lucy together with the Managing Editor position (whatever the position’s significance after the arrival of Steve). Rockford, Thingy and the Pantomime Horse made a guest appearance in the letters pages with the statement ‘We’ll be back!’ – and they were: just one time in the last page of issue 88!

Issue 88 saw an increase in the width of the mag by 2 centimetres, together with the addition of an extra cover-tape. Zzap! would now have 2 mega tapes stuck on its cover (starting with mega-tapes 32 & 33 on this issue) and a new cover price of £2.95. All re-released budget games would now enjoy full page reviews.

And suddenly, the decision was taken to re-launch the magazine in an attempt to gain new readers! Issue 90 was labelled ‘collector’s issue’ and informed the readers that next month, instead of Zzap! No. 91, they would be getting Commodore Force No.1 (with ‘Force’ being a common seconf synthetic of all other Europress magazine titles at the time). Other than that, the ‘final’ issue introduced a new reviewer, James Price, contained the last appearance of Ken D. Fish in the competition winners section and saw the expulsion of Mrs. Whiplash from the letters page by victorious Bash.

The Fifth Period: December 1992 to February 1994 (1 year, 2 months)

Zzap!64 issue 91 was indeed issue 1 of so-called ‘new magazine’, Commodore Force (‘so-called’ because ZZAP! 90 and CF1 had essentially the same design!) -- This fifth and last period where ZZAP!64 was called Commodore Force lasted until February 1994 and ZZAP!64 issue 106 (CF16) when Europress bankrupted. During this period the C64 slowly ceased to be a machine with commercial significance and the average number of reviews per issue dropped to 7, most of which were budget re-releases -- At least there was time to celebrate ZZAP!64’s 100th issue in a special feature included in CF10: a feat not many computer magazines have accomplished…

Zzap!91/CF1 appeared in the shops in 26 November 1992. Normally it should be labelled ‘December 1992’, but for some reason a month was jumped and the new mag had ‘January 1993’ on the cover – this would lead to problems, but more on that later. The magazine remained essentially the same with minor cosmetic changes and the replacement of some Zzap-related names. Specifically: ‘Sizzler’ was replaced by ‘Hurricane Hit’, ‘Gold Medal Award’ was abolished, and ‘Mega Tape’ was replaced by ‘Reel Action’ (tapes on this issue were called Real Action No.1 and No.2). Other than that: A 100-page free tips booklet promised last month never appeared, Mark Caswell departed, a new reviewer, Chris Hayward, was introduced and given the tips section, the Scorelord appeared for one last time, and Lloyd Mangram returned as the man answering readers’ letters – this last move was enough to make CF1 look closer to past Zzaps than the last eight Zzap issues! Finally, a new Technical section was introduced, written under the penname ‘Professor Brian Strain’.

Issue 92/CF2 saw the addition of the phrase ‘Incorporating ZZAP!64’ in the masthead, the departure of Phil King and James Price, the introduction of new reviewer Miles Guttery, and the addition of a third reviewer comment to some game reviews. Issue 96/CF6 saw the return of reviewer James Price. Issue 97/CF7 saw the cover price increasing to £2.99 (!). Issue 99/CF9 contained a review by Miles brother, Rod Guttery. Issue 100/CF10 contained a much publicised Zzap!64 anniversary pull-out special. The centennial issue also saw the departure of both Steve Shields and Ian Osborne, and the ascension of James Price to the editorial chair. Issue 101/CF11 saw the departure of Chris Hayward and the tips section passing to Miles Guttery. As the cover date was way out of sync with the real date, issue 101 came with a cover date of ‘Autumn 1993’, enabling the real date to catch up with the cover (Issue 100 being Oct 1993 and 102 Nov 1993)!  As circulation & advertising income dwindled, issue 104/CF14 saw the price increasing to £3.50, the pages decreasing to 52, and the tapes on the cover decreasing to one (but long-play!). Also in issue 104, Ian Osborne returned and reviewer Rob Millichamp appeared.

Issue 106/CF16 was the first to contain no reviews whatsoever -- it was also meant to be the final issue, as Europress bankrupted just after it hit the streets. The magazine remained profitable until its very end, but there was no hope of anybody resurrecting an 8-bit magazine in 1994. This sudden discontinuation also meant no final issue was ever produced, leaving the way open for a future continuation…

