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RBI Baseball 'cult' proves you're never too young 
for nostalgia
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The graphics were simplistic and the music was cheesy, but Gary LeDonne and Mike Beales were 
entranced by the RBI Baseball video game as they manned the controls of the old Nintendo Entertainment 
System in LeDonne's Western Springs basement. Across the room, Jeff Bandur and Luke Janchenko 
tested their skill on an arcade version of the game that LeDonne had purchased on eBay and driven 12 
hours round-trip to pick up.

Fireworks went off whenever one of them hit a home run, but the pyrotechnics were more like a Lite 
Brite display than the hyperrealistic scenes in today's video games.

Yet the guys, all in their early 20s except for LeDonne, 33, didn't care. As the 2007 Major League 
Baseball playoffs get ready to begin, the quartet is part of an underground cult following focused on a 
video game first released in 1988. RBI Baseball is the game that wouldn't die, an obsolete video 
(Nintendo) and arcade (Atari) game from the late '80s and early '90s that has spawned national 
tournaments and numerous Web sites. And the ringleaders, in their 20s and 30s, are largely based in 
Chicago.

The popularity of RBI is even being noticed in academic circles.

"The whole subculture that has developed around this game is kind of fascinating," said Matteo Bittanti, a 
Stanford University researcher who's on the advisory board of the Game Studies Journal.

"Without a doubt, the appeal is its simplicity," added Beales, 24, of Countryside. "It's an easy game to 
pick up and learn."

Bittanti agrees.



"I would say that for a lot of people, contemporary games are too complicated, too sophisticated," he said. 
Contemporary games "have photo-realistic graphics approaching the level of films. Games like RBI 
Baseball are very, very basic in their visual style and presentation -- people have to fill in the gaps with 
their imagination. It's like reading a comic strip. You have to imagine the context of what you don't see on 
the screen."

The fat guy

Believe it or not, that was one of the guiding principles Peter Lipson used when he and other designers 
created the game, which was based on a Japanese version called Pro Yakyuu Family Stadium. Lipson is 
now a senior software engineer for the California firm Toys for Bob, which creates video games for 
multiple platforms based on DreamWorks films.

The 8-bit, "fat little round guys" of RBI were a deliberate choice "to do something iconic," he said. And 
the simplicity of play was important because the arcade game came first.

"People are not going to drop more quarters if they don't have much fun," he said.

And as the target market for video games begins to age, Lipson added, many people are looking for 
games that are more accessible than ones that require 40 or 50 hours of play to figure out.

The zeal of the fans is extraordinary, Lipson said. RBI players still contact him, asking such questions as, 
"What's the best way to throw a curveball?"

"I have no idea," he said, laughing.

The game's fame reached new heights last year when San Diego resident Conor Lastowka used it to re-
enact the fateful moments of Game 6 of the 1986 World Series (New York Mets vs. Boston Red Sox). He 
synched the action with announcer Vin Scully's call of the game (Red Sox first baseman Bill Buckner's 
error let in the winning run), and the short film was viewed hundreds of thousands of times on YouTube 
(you tube.com/watch?v=sfV(underscore)paHA tbU) and Google Video.

Calling all players

RBI tournaments started by Beales and Bandur began as marathon gaming sessions with their friends, but 
today the Championship of the Universe Tournament (rbibaseball cotut.com), held every other year at a 
hotel near O'Hare, draws competitors from as far away as California, Florida and Texas. (Ohio also hosts 
a highly regarded tournament.)

But the epicenter for all things RBI is dee-nee.com, a site and tournament begun by northwest suburban 
resident Gantry Zettler. It's where LeDonne discovered that a whole pocket of RBI players lived within 
10 minutes of his house, and none of them knew each other. That told him something about the game's 
widespread appeal.



All the guys "still play this game independently," he said. "I can understand if a group of friends play it; 
they're all in the same place. But for all these people to be living this close, and still playing, and still 
interested enough to go find online that there's a tournament to get into?"

One neighbor and player he hasn't met yet is Tony King of Countryside. King is preparing to go to law 
school and says that, even at 22, the nostalgia factor is one reason he's still a big RBI fan after being 
introduced to the game by his older brothers.

"We played video games all of the time on Nintendo," he said. "It reminds me of being 6 years old 
playing really simple video games."

And just the connection, of playing against another person seated right next to you, is another draw, 
Beales said.

"It's just one hell of a head-to-head competition between you and your best friend."

In an age when online play allows people to compete against strangers around the world, that aspect 
shouldn't be underestimated, Bittanti said.

"Even though you're playing against a human being, you're sitting alone in your living room with a 
controller," he said. "You lose the human touch. I'm not surprised there's a revival of games that require a 
contextual physical experience."

- - -

How to win at RBI Baseball

The Atari RBI Baseball arcade game came first and consisted of all-time teams, including the Cubs. But it 
wasn't nearly as popular as the first edition of the Nintendo Entertainment System in 1988.

Eight teams -- division winners from the 1986 and 1987 seasons -- are included, along with the American 
and National League all-star teams. Each team has eight position players, four reserves and four pitchers. 
Their stats are supposedly based on the years the teams won their divisions.

There certainly is skill involved in RBI Baseball, with players employing different styles of pitching and 
batting. RBI fans Mike Beales of Countryside and Gary LeDonne of Western Springs offer some RBI 
Baseball background and tips.

How does it work?

Each player controls his team. Pitchers can speed up or slow down their pitches as well as throw 
curveballs. Batters decide when to swing, etc.

Why do fans favor two-player games?

It's more fun, and the computer is easy to beat. So a one-player game gets boring.



What about pinch hitters?

Substitutions increase the batter's power during that at-bat only. So try to save the pinch hitter for a clutch 
situation.

Do pitchers get tired?

Yes, especially if they've thrown a lot of fastballs, sliders or slowballs. Curves don't wear them out, 
though.

OK, so how can you wear out the other team's pitchers?

Take pitches and work the count with your weaker hitters.

How can you make the fielders throw the ball faster?

Hit the direction button and the throw (A) button simultaneously.

How do you limit the hitting power of the opposing team?

Pitch as much as possible right on the outside corner.

Other versions of RBI were made in later years. Why is the original so popular?

Its simplicity.

Which team is the best?

Some say Boston, some say Detroit.

Which team is the worst?

Players generally say it's Houston.

Are lefties or righties the best hitters in RBI?

Lefties seem to have the edge.

-- P.K.

- - -

Lots of fans for retro games

Although RBI Baseball is not available through a major manufacturer because of convoluted legal issues -- 
you can usually find used copies for less than $10 in game stores and online -- it's nonetheless a powerful 



example of the retro video-game comeback that's making some major money for the conglomerates:

* Nintendo releases an average of three downloadable classic titles a week through its Wii Shop Channel. 
As of June 1, Wii users had downloaded more than 4.7 million classic games.

* Updated versions of classic games are part of the Xbox Live Arcade, which has logged 45 million 
downloads. Bryan Trussel, head of XBox Live Arcade, says updated classic games account for 40 percent 
of the company's portfolio.

* Even Atari, the early gaming powerhouse, has resurfaced to sell about 1.5 million copies combined of 
the Atari Flashback Classic game console and its successor, the Atari Flashback 2.0.

Classic video games available in original and/or updated versions for new systems include:

* Super Mario Bros.

* Sonic the Hedgehog

* Atari Anthology (includes Asteroids, Missile Command and Millipede)

* Taito Legends (includes Space Invaders)

* Pac-Man

* Donkey Kong

* Tetris

* Metroid

* Pong

-- P.K.
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