


A Tribute To Ralph Baer,

The Father Of Video Games

by Leonard Herman, Video Game Historian




uring the Passover
haliday, Jews arcund

the world sing & song
“Dayony,” which trans-
lates roughly to Sthat
would hanve besn enaugh
for us,® that celebratas the
numenaus gifts that Gad
gave the ancient Jews during their exodus
from Egypt. But if ha only gane them one git,
it would have been enough. That wortd Dest
surmmarizes Ralph H, Baer's achievaments. I
all Basr had done was invent tha homa video

Tha analogy s apt because Baee, who died
a4 the age of 92 on Decernber 6, 2014, did
much mone than iment the video game. He
was an angineer who looked at things with
a visionary's eyes and concaived ways to
impeevn theen. Take Towch M, a nen-wvideo
ancade garme fram Alan tnat Baor spatiad at
an arcade irade show in 1974, Tha machine
had four buttons end four comespoending lights
that randomly blinked. The player had 10 press
the buttons in this order that tha lights biinked.
Baer feft that the game would have potantial it
four diffsrent tanes sounded along each ight,
Thiis, Simon was bocn in 1978 and went on
tio become o of the most popular electronic
tows of all tirms,

Baer's imwmtions ran the gamut from a high-
volrage insulation tester for Nawvy aleraft and
LCD paneis for helicopters 10 CONSuMar prod-
ucts such as lalking doormats and rusical
greeting cands. Sometimes, to his dismay, &

finished product didn® turm out the way he
wanted. In 2000, Baer conteivid @ lina of
“talking tools™ thit wesa supposed 1o teach
children how to wse them. The Talking Taps
Meoasung, for axampla, verbalized the distance
that the tape was measuring, Hasbeo icensed
v line and released them as toy tools that
spoke *'m a hammer™) but offéréd no
aducational value.

Baor continued to tinker long after he retired.

Bt her was dismayed about how impersonal
the industry had become. He disliked having
to present products to 24-year-gids in suits
wiha didn't do thiir homewaek and had no
Idea who he was. A cool and wigue toy GPS
system that he designed for kids was rijected
ecause it dedn’t have a stonine 12 gowith it

Despite that, Baer was a hurmbie man who
had raver desind 1o be a household name.,
Ha was af tha old school that believed that
the customer was king. In his world, Atari
was his customer since it was a licenses
of Magnavo, Theretors, if 8 particular cus-
tomer = Atari's Nolan Bushnell - wanted o
prociaim 1o the world that he invented video
games, Baer quistly sat on the sidelnes
and et hirm, knowing that it was just part of
daing business.

But one can only keep their modesty in for
50 long. When the formes “Custarmes” warm cut
of his way not to eredit Baar for his innava-
thons, Baer began to get samewhat annoyed,

| first met Ralph Baor when be invited me
to vigit hifm i 1958, This began a fruitful
triendship that | shared with both him and hes
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dear wife, Dena, who died i 2006. By this
tirrse, hiss name was no longer in the news
and his invelvernent in the dovelopment of
thea flirst video gans was neary forgotien.
Upon ksarming that | wis visiting Ralph, my
aditer al Eleatronic Gaming Manthiy, then tha
workd's premier game magazing, asked me
1o wrile an aeticle about him. The tip actually
formed th basis of two articles, “The Electric
Garmemaker” wies published in the May 15999
issue of Games and it focused on Ralph's
non-videogame-related creations such as
Simon and Compuier Perfection. Bul # was
the seven-page “Tha Basr Esaantlals.” which
was festured in the January #2000 editon of
EGM, that rally caught the attention of thou-
sands of people in the industry who hadnt
ppen awars of him and his achisvemans.

A few years after the pece was published,
Ralph remarked to me that it had been one of
the best articles ever written about hirm. And
afthough | cannat say whether the article had
anything to do with it of not, he also crodited
it to the new-Tound fame he Began receiving
after it was publiehad. Soon ha was making
appaarances at the Amercan Computer &
Rebsotics Museurm In Bozeman, Montana, and
tha Computerspieste and Nocdord Museems n
Germany, & country that ha swone he would
nvir return 1o after being persecuted by
the Mars in the '30s. But he did neturn and
was treated Bke royalty. And he was ireated
the same way in the United States whan tha
Smithsonian accepted most of his coplous
noles along with the onginal “Brown Bax,”
the prototype for the Magniavex Odyssey. So
popular was the Brewn Box, that Ralph made
two dozen raplicas S0 other Museuwms arcand
the warld could hawve them on display.

And then tha accolades followed, He was
indluctad inbo the United State’s Patent
and Trademark Inventors Hall of Fame, He
mceived 8 muttitude of awards including tha
IEEE"s fuka Mazura Consumaer Elecironics
Award fior contributions to consumer alec-
tronies technology and the Edison Avwands
that honor innovation, and axcalancs in the
development, marketing, and leunch of s
products. But nothing could come close 1o the
Mational Medal of Technology thit b recaived
from President Geanga W, Bush at a White
House conamany in Februany 2006, After that,
thera was no longer any doubd regarding
Ralph Baer's many accomplishmants.

I July 2015, the Smithsenian will unveil a
special exhibit honoeing imventors, and por-
tians of Ralph's original kab will be on display
along with hia prized Brown Box. On my last
wigit with him in June 2014, Ralph tosd me that
e hoped to see it, Unforiunately, two mantha
later a5 he became sicker and mors tired, ha
told ma on the phona that he daublbed il ha
would Fee long enough 1o see the exhibil 1t
pained me, becausa it was the first time | ever
heard him being negative, Bat he was a real-
=t Ha was happiest when ha was working on
i projects and he was bleased with a mind
that rormained shanp until the and. |will miss
him tedribty,

Ralph Baer was my idol, rmy inspiration, my
mantor, and my “sumogato” father. But even
had he just bean my fend. . dayen.
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