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Looking For Local Partners (First half of 2011)
Following the advice, I was given at the end of 2010, I started looking for local
partners to assemble a team and finish the development of the game. I didn’t have
any money to offer in advance, but at least, I had a playable prototype and a set
of requirements, which at least gave me some credibility and didn’t turn me into
some random guy with a game idea looking for people to implement it for him.
I didn’t keep track of the exact number of people I talked to during this period,
but it was well over a dozen. I tried local online forums, former colleagues from the
game company I worked for during 2009, acquaintances from those former colleagues, and so on. Their answers ranged from “not interested” to “very interested”, with various shades of grey in the middle. To be fair, SPM was a risky proposal:
no upfront payments, a very ambitious project targeted to a very niche potential
market and no guarantees that it would be a financial success.
It was around this time when I partnered with Mauricio Sanjurjo, who would
end up producing the dozens of 3D models and the hundreds of renders used in
the mission animations of SPM. He used to work in the computer lab from my University and I met him the year before when we worked together on an animation
project involving motion capture. He really liked the concept behind SPM and,
despite the fact that it was a risky proposition, he decided to jump on board,
probably because he realised I was serious about the whole project.
Mauricio started by going through the existing 3D models and “cleaning them
up” by tweaking their meshes and enhancing their materials. I continued making
progress in the programming, the expansion of the game database and the creation
of the various text assets.
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Crossing The Pond (Second half of 2011)
Around Easter of 2011, I managed to get a full-time job as a Software Engineer
at an aviation company based in Bournemouth, a town located on the southwest
coast of the UK. I had never been to Europe (or even outside America) before, so
there was no doubt this was going to be a unique experience! After sorting out
the paperwork required to move here, I emigrated to the UK in August 2011. I told
Mauricio that, despite this big change for me, I was still committed to SPM and
that I would make the most out of this opportunity by trying to find a publisher
for the game.
The adaptation process to the new country went very smoothly and, within
weeks, I was already resuming my work on SPM during the evenings. I also quickly
became used to the comfort of ordering used books on the subject of space exploration from Amazon and getting them delivered to my door. I couldn’t do that before
coming to the UK because very few sellers (if any) would dispatch used books to my
native Argentina, so I was really glad about finally being able to read material that
was unavailable to me before.
Around this time, I was already planning to contact Slitherine Ltd, a publisher
based in Epsom, UK, though I was waiting until we had something more substantial to show. More specifically, we were waiting for a 2D/UI artist who had joined us
earlier that year to have some preliminary work ready on the new UI system so that
we could pitch a stronger proposal and have better chances of them getting back to
us. Unfortunately, that preliminary work never materialised and the artist ended
up abandoning the project in early 2012. A few weeks before he left us, though, I
had already made up my mind that I was going to contact Slitherine anyway, show
them what we have and see how things panned out. This turned out to be the right
decision.
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Publishing Deal With Slitherine (Q1 2012)
According to my e-mail records, I sent an e-mail pitch to Slitherine on December
25th, 2011, which sounds about right, since the UK comes to an absolute halt on
that particular day of the year and I probably didn’t have anything else to do!
Slitherine is a medium-sized publisher that focuses on strategy games, mostly
wargames, with a strong historical flavour. Many games from their catalogue are
based on World War II, though there’s a healthy dose of games from other eras
such as the Civil War, the Trojan Wars and even some sci-fi and fantasy titles in
there as well. Although they didn’t have any games based on the subject of space
exploration, the fact that they favoured titles based on historical events made SPM
a welcome addition.

-Slitherine’s webpage at the time of this writing.-

We choose to go to the Moon

As a publisher, Slitherine works mostly with small and medium-sized de
velopers. Some of them are full-time developers, whereas others are people with
a day job who work on their own games during the evenings and weekends. They
also have to their credit several success stories of developers who, after their first
hit, turned their part-time game development efforts into full-time endeavours.
Slitherine initially started as a developer around 2000, but then switched the
focus to game publishing, and keeping their internal development to one or two
simultaneous projects. Lately, they have gone even further in that direction and
are focusing most of their resources on helping the developers that work with
them by providing them the tools and support they need to be successful. In 2010,
they acquired Matrix Games, a publisher from the US with a very similar background. In late 2012 they acquired Ageod, another developer and publisher of
strategy games. Slitherine, Matrix Games, and Ageod are collectively known as the
Slitherine Group.

-Panzer Corps, one of Slitherine’s most successful titles.-

I got a reply from one of Slitherine’s owners in early January, who told me they
were quite interested in our project. We went ahead and signed the mandatory
NDA (Non-Disclosure Agreement) and began exchanging dozens of e-mails to
arrange the details of a publishing agreement. They were very responsive at all
times, and diligently answered all the questions I had regarding the extensive publishing agreement document. Before signing the contract, I told them I wanted to
meet them in person. So they drove all the way down to Bournemouth (a 2+ hour
journey) during a cold February evening to have a chat with me. They brought the
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boxes from some of their games to the meeting and discussed their latest releases
with me. This was all very positive and encouraging, and it confirmed my thoughts
that SPM, due to its historical nature, was a good fit to their existing catalogue.
Moreover, the fact that they were a small publishing house and that the owners
were very hands-on and actively engaged in the day to day issues was very reassuring for me, as it gave me the impression that they would genuinely care about
the game doing well.
The only thing that worried them about SPM was the fact that it lacked a competitive aspect to it. They were concerned that their fan base would dismiss it
as it was more of a “software toy” and not a game with a clear conflict and an
opponent to beat. I understood their concerns, as the lack of a competitive aspect
was something that I had taken into account four years earlier. But the reality is
that I didn’t have the resources to create all the required assets to support more
than one faction on a game that would span the dawn of the space age all the way
to a manned mission to Mars. The competitive aspect would have to wait until
Space Program Manager 2.

Changing Horses: Switching
to Unity and C# (Q1 2012)
One of the first questions Slitherine’s owners asked me when we started the
discussion on SPM was whether the game could easily be ported to iPad. They
had experienced some early successes in the platform and were confident that the
game will do well for portable devices too. The C++ prototype running at a fixed
1024x768 resolution we had at that point was powered by the EDGELIB library,
which had support for iOS. I already had the experience of making a multi-platform game using the library, so it was definitely possible. That being said, when I
tried running the prototype in full-screen mode on my laptop, the game crashed to
desktop. I contacted EDGELIB’s support team, but unfortunately, they were unable
to provide a solution to my problem. Moreover, I was informed that “EDGELIB
does not support 1366x768, for sure” , with 1366x768 being the maximum resolution
supported by my laptop. Since I knew that SPM would have to support multiple resolutions to be a competitive product, I realised that I might have to ditch EDGELIB
and start looking for a new solution.
I had found out about Unity around 2008 though at the time it was impossible
for me to get my hands on it since it ran on Mac only, and Mac computers were prohibitively expensive in my country. Nonetheless, I always kept an eye on it and, just
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like thousands of hobbyist game developers around the world, was elated when it
was released for the Windows platform in 2009, and even more so when the Indie
version was made available for free a few months later. I had played around with
Unity in 2009 and 2010, so I was already moderately familiar with the tool.

-Unity’s webpage, circa March 2012 (retrieved using the Wayback Machine).-

The only thing holding me back from making the move was the fact that applications made in Unity are meant to be written in C#, UnityScript or a variant of
Python named Boo. It does have support for C++ plug-ins, though. However, this
is not the most convenient method to write a game or application using the engine.
After having spent so many years writing SPM in C++, I was hesitant to throw
all that work away. In the end, I decided to bite the bullet and convert the code to
C#. I didn’t keep track of the exact number of hours it took me to do the conversion, but I recall it was a very fun experience and that it was a lot less effort than
I originally anticipated, mostly due to how similar the C# and C++ syntaxes are.
By the end of March, all the core logic was running inside Unity 3, and we would
only use C++ to maintain some of the existing validation and scripts conversion
tools, which were already bug-free. We would use C# and the .NET libraries for any
new tools, though, since they provide excellent support for XML.
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The Production Begins

(Q2 2012)

By the end of March, the production of SPM was at full steam. We hired an
artist from my native Argentina, who was in charge of redesigning the UI and
creating the various 2D assets required by the game. Mauricio was creating lots
of new 3D models and assembling them into scenes to produce the set of static
renders that were going to be used to display the progress of the various space
missions. The plan was to produce a considerable number of renders and show
them using simple animation effects, such as panning and zooming, to make the
sequence more exciting.
We had a rough idea of the game we wanted to make, but we didn’t have a
complete list of required assets, as we were making things as we went along. To be
honest, I wasn’t an experienced game designer either, so it would have been next
to impossible for me to plan everything in advance, as I didn’t know what I didn’t
know.

-One of the early renders done by Mauricio, our 3D artist: The Mercury-Redstone sitting on the launch pad.-
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All the team members were working on SPM on a part-time basis, and I’d
arrange separate Skype calls with the rest of the team throughout the week to
define tasks, discuss the progress and give them feedback. We were all working
on this project on a royalty-based scheme, so it was in everyone’s interest for the
project to do well, because the amount of money they would end up getting was
directly linked to that.
I cannot disclose the actual figures of the compensation, but suffice it to say
that all the team members got a significant fraction of the revenue pie. I was
advised multiple times that I shouldn’t be so generous regarding the revenue
share, but I thought (and still think) it was the right thing to do. These developers
would be putting an incredible amount of hours into a project, with no upfront
payment whatsoever and a loosely defined objective, as there wasn’t a full list of
assets that needed to be produced. In my view, this kind of commitment should be
suitably rewarded. While it’s true that I had already invested quite heavily in the
game, both in terms of time and money, compensating them properly was my way
of saying “Thank you” and acknowledging the fact that they were risking a lot to
build this game that I wanted to make.

-Another of the early renders; The Titan II booster with a Gemini spacecraft mounted on top.-

Going back to the development, it was at this stage when we started discussing ideas with the 2D artist on how we were going to approach the UI. Our first
solution involved rendering the space complex as a series of sliding panels above
that will come in and out of the screen. While visually appealing, we realised this
solution wasn’t going to work well for those game screens that needed to display an
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enormous amount of information. Also, the sliding effect was neat during the first
couple of minutes, but after that it became annoying. So we ended up discarding
this solution altogether and adopted a full-screen approach instead.

-First approach to the UI, which involved the use of sliding panels.-

-The visual style for the first era of the game (early manned programs such as Project Mercury).-
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The game was going to span various eras of space exploration history (i.e., the
early stages of Mercury, Gemini and Apollo, the Space Shuttle, the ISS and the
manned mission to Mars). We did some tests to provide a different visual style
for each era which, we thought, would give a nice touch to the game while also
providing the player with a sense of progression. To do this, we used references
from each one of those eras, such as pictures and documents from NASA.

-The visual style for the second era of the game
(manned programs that preceded the Moon missions,
such as Gemini).-

-The visual style for the third era of the game (the
Lunar programs, such as Apollo).-

-The visual style for the fourth era of the game (the
International Space Station).-

-The visual style for the fifth era of the game (the
manned Mission to Mars).-

Again, after doing some tests, we found out that this idea didn’t work so well in
practice either, so we decided to use a unified style across the whole game. It was
also around this time that we realised that Unity’s GUI system wasn’t a good fit for
our game, so I “shopped around” Unity’s Asset Store to find a replacement. During
my search, I came across NGUI, a library developed by a single programmer which
had very positive review scores and was regularly updated. It also just so happened
to be 50% off. Thus, I decided to give it a go.
Unity released an entirely new UI system at the end of 2014. The new UI
system is great, and it’s the one we’re using for our current game projects, but I
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am certainly grateful for coming across NGUI back in 2012 and deciding to adopt
it. This was an excellent decision, and using NGUI certainly made our lives easier
during the development process.

Bringing Buzz Aldrin On Board and
Managing The Team (Q3 - Q4 2012)
The second half of 2012 brought many exciting events, one of the most important
being that we managed to get Buzz Aldrin’s blessing in order to use his name in
our game. Appropriately enough, the game went from being called “Space Program
Manager” to “Buzz Aldrin’s Space Program Manager”.
Buzz Aldrin is a former United States Air Force military pilot and NASA
astronaut. He was the “Lunar Module Pilot” (LMP) in the Apollo 11 mission, which
took place in July 1969 and was the first one to successfully achieve a manned
landing on the surface of the Moon. Along with Neil Armstrong, who passed away
in August 2012, they were the first human beings to walk on another celestial
body. Shortly after the Apollo 11 mission ended, he retired from both NASA and
the Air Force and has been a strong advocate for establishing a permanent human
presence on Mars. He has written many fiction and non-fiction books and frequently travels around the world to deliver public speeches and presentations.
How did we manage to obtain his permission to use his name in the game? It all
started nearly a year and a half earlier, in March 2011, some weeks before I applied
to the Software Engineer role in the UK. I contacted Buzz’s representatives via
the contact form of their webpage (www.buzzaldrin.com), showed them the work
we had done so far but, after exchanging some e-mails with them, they politely
declined to go ahead with the project. To be fair, it was a very bold move from me,
and the fact that I even got a reply to my original enquiry was more than enough
to make me happy.
After we had signed the development agreement with Slitherine in March 2012,
I suggested that they contact Buzz’s representatives again. The communications
between Slitherine’s Marketing Team and Buzz’s representatives spread throughout months and, finally, in early August 2012, we arranged a meeting with him and
Christina, his Mission Control Director, in the hotel they were staying in central
London. They were spending a few days there to make some public appearances in
the context of the Olympic Games, so it was a great opportunity for us to meet them
in person. I had never met an astronaut in person before, and the first one was the
“Lunar Module Pilot” from the Apollo 11 mission, what an honour!

We choose to go to the Moon

The meeting went very well and stretched on for nearly three hours. During
the event, we listened to Buzz’s views regarding the optimal way to get to Mars,
discussed the current state of affairs in space exploration and showed him some
of our work, mostly the 3D renders that our artist Mauricio had been working on.
He was very impressed by the quality of the renders and asked us to create a representation of a very interesting concept devised by him in the mid-1980s called the
“Aldrin Mars Cycler” or simply “Mars Cycler”.
In a nutshell, the Mars Cycler concept is a system that makes a clever use of
orbital mechanics and allows a spacecraft to “cycle” perpetually between the
Earth and Mars. This approach considerably reduces the costs of establishing a
permanent presence on Mars. It’s a very interesting idea, and I encourage you to
learn more about it by visiting the articles area on Buzz’s personal webpage.

-First meeting with Buzz Aldrin, August 2012. From left to right: Marco Minoli (Slitherine’s Marketing Director), JD McNeil (Slitherine’s Chairman), Buzz Aldrin, Ignacio Liverotti and Iain McNeil
(Slitherine’s Development Director)-
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Needless to say, both Mauricio and I were extremely excited about the request,
and for a couple of weeks, he pretty much stopped creating 3D models and renders
for the game and focused entirely on creating a short animation of the Mars Cycler
approaching the Red Planet. I did my part by exchanging e-mails with Buzz and
his team to refine the requirements and nail down the details of the representation of the vehicle. This also involved a two-hour call with Buzz himself on Skype
from my living room in Bournemouth to his place in California (how neat is that!).
The result of this effort, with Mauricio doing most of the grunt work, is a twenty-second hi-res animation featuring a 360° orbit around a representation of the
Aldrin Cycler approaching Mars. Both Mauricio and I were very satisfied with
the results and are very proud about the fact that our work is featured in Buzz’s
webpage and that he uses the animation we made for him in some of his public
presentations.

-A frame of the Mars Cycler animation that our 3D artist made for Buzz Aldrin.-
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We held yet another meeting with Buzz and his Mission Control Director,
Christina, in October, where we finally wrapped up the details of the collaboration,
which was finally announced in mid-December 2012. The announcement was very
brief, and it focused mostly on the fact that Slitherine had partnered with Buzz
Aldrin, and that a game was in development as a result of this partnership. Neither
the name of the game nor many details about it were revealed, but it generated a
very positive response from the community, who was very happy to learn that a
game based on space exploration was in development.

-The announcement of the collaboration between Buzz and Slitherine (December 2012).-

While there were some very exciting events going on in certain areas of the
project, on the development side this was probably one of the timeframes that I
remember less fondly. I won’t go too much into the details, but suffice to say that we
were experiencing lots of problems in the 2D/UI department. The artist wasn’t able
to come up with an appealing visual style for the game and would always deliver
a slightly modified version of the screens we already had from the C++ prototype.
We also experienced communication problems, as some of the hard questions I’d
ask him via e-mail would remain unanswered.
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New 2D/UI Artist and Announcements (Q1 2013)
In early January 2013, we hired Boris, an artist from Vancouver, to fill the 2D/
UI role. He had a background in AAA game studios (Electronic Arts and Activision)
and was already familiar with designing user interfaces for management games,
so he was a great fit for SPM. At that time, he was working from home so, despite
there being a time difference of eight hours between West Canada and the UK, this
worked out just fine for us. I’d call him on Skype after coming back from work at
around 5.30 PM (that would be 9.30 AM in Vancouver) and we’d discuss the game
for a couple of hours. Then he’d set out to start producing mock-up screens and
concepts based on the results of our discussions so that we could review them at
the next meeting the following day. Rinse and repeat.
Boris started by creating diagrams to get a clear picture of how the various
parts of the game fitted together. I was completely willing to get rid of the existing
UI code and redo it if that’s what it took to produce a better game. Luckily we had
a very clear separation between the classes that dealt with the game database and
the ones that handled the UI logic, so it was just a matter of rethinking the layout
of the screens and the way players would interact with them, and then writing the
code for it. The core logic classes, such as ProgramsManager and MissionComponentsManager (which started as C++ classes and were then converted to C#),
would stay the same.
We spent roughly one month working on the UI redesign, just in time to have
something ready to show during the public announcement of the game, which
happened in mid-February 2013. The announcement was covered by popular
gaming news websites including Rock, Paper, Shotgun and The Escapist. The announcement got its own thread on the Slitherine’s forums, and we got some very
interesting initial feedback from their already established fan base in this thread.
A quick glance at the posts from the previous thread reveals that the announcement of the game was well received by the community. However, it also confirmed
a fact that had already been considered during the inception phase of the game;
it lacked a competitive aspect. Sure, it was nice to get the chance to play with historical space hardware such as Sputnik and Apollo. But it wasn’t entirely appealing
to some members of the community, who were looking for clear objectives and a
concrete opponent to beat.
I acknowledged this feedback but, in the same way, I had done a year earlier
during my first meeting with Slitherine, I had to disregard it since it would have
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-Coverage of the announcement of SPM in Rock, Paper, Shotgun (February 2013).-
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required a considerable amount of resources. Resources we simply didn’t have. If
things with Space Program Manager went well, we could always release a “Race to
the Moon and Beyond” module later.
It’s also important to mention that, by this stage, we already knew that Space
Program Manager was going to be released in three instalments. The first one
would cover from the dawn of the space age up to the Lunar Landings, the second
one would cover the establishment of a permanent presence in Earth orbit via
space stations and the third one would cover a manned mission to Mars. We had
made the decision around mid-2012, when we realised that aiming for a single,
massive release, would be too big of a challenge for us on various fronts (historical
information to research, amount of graphical content and data to produce, game
balancing, etc.)
The press release mentioned that the game was expected to be done in June
2013, which was a goal I knew was completely unrealistic- I had brought a new
artist a mere five weeks ago and I was working a full-time job that only allowed
me to work on the game during the evenings and weekends. There were so many
unknowns that, to me, hitting a release date of June simply wasn’t going to happen.
Still, the publisher wanted to specify a release date in the announcement and,
despite my objections, they went ahead for June, stating that missing the release
date wouldn’t be such a big deal anyway. In hindsight, I think I should have put my
foot down and refuse to commit to a release date, as I knew we were not going to
make it and it was going to reduce our public image for no apparent benefit.
After the announcement, we spent another month or so working on the UI
and then we started working in parallel on the mission animations. Since Boris
would be working on the game full-time, we decided to raise the quality bar a bit
more and display the missions as a series of layered animations. This still wouldn’t
match the level of quality that we would get by doing full 3D animations (a prohibitively costly endeavour), but it would certainly be a lot less dull than showcasing a
series of static renders sporting basic effects such as panning and zooming. The
final results look quite neat for a game with such a small budget, but I’ll let you be
the judge.
If you’re interested in the details behind the animations and all the process
behind their creation, I encourage you to read an article which was published
weeks before the Early Access Program started in late October 2013.
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The Data and Text Scripts
By this stage, our internal development processes and tools were already in
place and, except for some minor changes during the Early Access Program the
following year, they would remain virtually unmodified throughout the rest of
the development process. In this section, we’ll cover some of the most important
aspects, including some simple techniques we used in order to keep the game as
bug-free as possible.
Internally, the game data is stored as a set of XML files. I’m a big fan of XML
due to a variety of reasons: it’s text-based, human-readable, and there are plenty

-The Mission Components page from the Master Spreadsheet.-
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of libraries out there in order to read and process these kind of files. I decided to
adopt the XML format early on in the development process by using a library called
irrXML, which was developed by the same author of the Irrlicht engine. The usage
of XML survived throughout the whole project, even after moving to different
engines (from Irrlicht, then EDGELIB and finally Unity) and even programming
languages (from C++ to C#).
In spite of the convenience of working with XML files, the game database is
actually stored in an Excel spreadsheet named MasterSpreadsheet.xls. The spreadsheet has a variety of pages, one for each type of entities groups from the game
(i.e., “Program Categories”, “Programs”, “Mission Configurations” and “Mission
Components”).
To get the information from the Excel spreadsheet into the game, we convert
each individual page into a CSV file and run a series of console applications

-The Mission Components XML data file that is fed into the game engine.-
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written in C++ and C# that produce the final XML files. According to my records,
the first one of these tools was written in early 2009, although after we had made
the switch to Unity and C#, I found that the support provided by the .Net libraries
were a lot more convenient, so all tools written after 2012 were developed in C#.
None of the C++ tools were rewritten, as they were already working and it didn’t
make sense to spend time on that.
Someone once asked me why I didn’t use a lightweight embedded database
such as SQLite to store the game data. An embedded relational database certainly
has its advantages, but I’ve found that the approach of using an Excel spreadsheet
is lot more convenient:
•

It’s very easy to visualise a significant amount of data on the screen at once.

•

Relationships can be quickly established between fields from different
entities. If you change the ID for a given goal in the Goals-I page and
the change will be immediately reflected in the relevant goal dependencies column in the MsnCnfgs-I page. Alter the value of a single cell in the
Constants page to increase the unit cost of all rockets by 20%, and so on.

After using the various conversion tools to generate the various XML files, a
series of validation tools were used in order to ensure database consistency. All
these tools, along with the Master Spreadsheet, grew organically throughout the
development process as we added new game rules and mechanics. Validation tools
will check, for example, that the script for a given mission actually includes all the
goal IDs that are meant to be achieved by completing said mission. We also have
tools to check that XML files are well-formed, that text scripts don’t contain any
extraneous characters that might freak out the XML parser and so on.
Many bug reports that we got during the development of the game were due to
either missing or ill-formed data. For example, a mission data script would use a
certain mission component that wasn’t defined in the spreadsheet. Every time we
got a bug report, I would ask for a save file so that I could reproduce it. Most of the
time the root of the problem was very easy to identify, and it would involve an issue
with a data script. However, instead of just fixing the offending data script, I would
extend one of the existing validation tools to catch the problem automatically. If
the validation involved accessing a group of scripts and didn’t fit neatly in one of
the existing tools, I’d start writing a new one as a separate C# program. I’d then
run the updated (or brand new) validation tool against the game database and,
usually, that would uncover the presence of the exact same issue in several other
scripts. This methodology of adding a validation mechanism in order to prevent
the occurrence of the same issue really paid off once the final game shipped.
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-Space Sector’s review of the released version of SPM, which praised the absence of bugs.-

Getting Everything Ready for the Early
Access Program (Q2 and Q3 2013)
While the whole team kept plugging along with the development of the game,
Slitherine disclosed more details about it in their yearly “Home of the Wargamers”
event, which in 2013 it took place in the Historicon convention in Fredericksburg,
Virginia and gathered various members from the press. Iain McNeil, Slitherine’s
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Director, kick-started the event showing SPM’s official trailer.
He then went on and showcased a video from Buzz himself talking about the
game. Buzz was meant to be at the event, but unfortunately, some last minute
personal problems prevented him from doing so. In any case, recording the video
for us was a nice gesture from him and we were grateful for it.
Iain then proceeded to show some work in progress screenshots, some of them
straight from a recent build, and the rest from our mock-up builds, which featured
functionality that was soon to be implemented.

-Some of the work in progress shown at the “Home of the Wargamers 2013” event in Historicon.-

Unfortunately, since at that time I had a day job, I wasn’t able to attend the
event, but from what I was told by Slitherine’s Directors, the reception among the
press was very positive. The critical feedback points were that they were happy
to see a title that departed from the usual “war” subject though they also voiced
some concerns about the lack of a competitive aspect. Again, I acknowledged
those concerns, but at this point, there was nothing we could do other than being
confident that the game as originally envisioned would still do well, and that its
success will allow us to create a “Race to the Moon” expansion at a later stage. It
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was also during this event that Slitherine announced that SPM would launch at
the end of October 2013 as an Early Access Program. The Early Access Program
wouldn’t be conducted on Steam, but on their own online stores at the Slitherine
and Matrix Games websites, and it would feature the following three tiers:
•

Mercury: which included access to the digital version of the game and all
the updates delivered until the final release.

•

Gemini: which included the digital version plus the delivery of a boxed copy
of the game once the product got finally released.

•

Apollo: which included all the contents from the Mercury and Gemini tiers
plus the opportunity for players to get their names and pictures featured
in the game as an employee of the GSA in their group of choice (i.e., “Flight
Controllers”, “Scientists, Engineers and Technicians” or “Astronauts”).

-One of the slides from the presentation of SPM in the “Home of the Wargamers 2013” event in Historicon.-

The announcement was well received. A vocal minority complained about the
fact that the game was being released in three paid parts but, fortunately enough,
neither Slitherine in the role of publisher, nor myself in the role of Community
Manager, had to address those complaints. Various members of the community
itself stepped in and backed our decision: the game has a lot of content which is
very expensive to produce, so we shouldn’t feel sorry for not giving it away for free.
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Regarding the decision to go for an Early Access Program, I don’t remember the
exact date where that decision was made, but I believe it was around June 2013 and
that it was suggested by Slitherine’s Marketing team. The idea of an Early Access
Program was a relatively novel concept in those days, with Minecraft and Kerbal
Space Program being one of the first games to adopt this distribution approach.
SPM would be Slitherine’s first experience conducting an Early Access Program so
it would be a learning experience for all of us, and we weren’t quite sure on what
to expect.
With our spirits high after all the positive response that SPM got in Historicon,
we made the final sprint to get everything ready for the launch of the Early Access
Program. This involved delivering a build as stable as possible (i.e., no crashes and
no serious bugs), while at the same time aiming to get as much content in as we
could possibly fit. We knew for sure that we were not going to be able to have all the
mission animations ready for the start of the Early Access Program, but we were
still planning to ship a considerable number so that players could actually enjoy a
decent number of hours of gameplay. The same principle applied to build stability.
We knew that the first build would have some bugs in it, but we didn’t want the
product to feel so unfinished that it would actually end up putting off players, who
might end up dismissing the product and never coming back to it.

Launching the Early Access Program (Q4 2013)
The Early Access Program start date was scheduled for October 29th, 2013. That
was on a Tuesday and was deliberately planned that way so that we could address
any urgent issues before the beginning of the first weekend. The initial version
was marked as 0.7.0, not because we had been keeping track of version numbers
internally up to that point, but because I thought that 0.7.0 should give us enough
room to iterate until the final release of 1.0 which, at the time, we expected to
happen roughly two or three months later.
Version 0.7.0 of SPM had already been “locked” and sent to Slitherine roughly a
week earlier, and they would take care of doing some general testing, creating the
installer, uploading it to their online stores and so on. It was also very encouraging
to see players opening a thread in the forums asking at which exact time the game
was going to be available for purchase later that day, and showing their overall
enthusiasm for the release
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-A thread in the Slitherine forums opened by members of the community on the starting date of the
Early Access Program.-

The initial number of sales was modest but promising, especially taking into
account that SPM is a product that only appeals to a small niche and that Polar
Motion was a virtually unknown developer. The overall initial response from the
community was encouraging and, even though the game wasn’t finished, they were
certainly enjoying what we had managed to deliver on day one. We got some bug
reports within the first 24 hours, the biggest problem being that the animations
for certain missions were crashing. I tracked the issue down and found out that
some data files were corrupted, so we proceeded to rebuild them and, along with
some other fixes and improvements, we released SPM version 0.7.3 on November
1st, 2013, three days after the start date of the Early Access Program. From that
moment onwards, we started releasing weekly updates every single Friday until
mid-January 2014, even on Christmas week. Each update included a combination
of bug-fixes, new gameplay mechanics and content, and players were very happy to
see the game undergoing significant changes on a regular basis.
One of the reasons I believe it was so easy for us to release updates on a weekly
basis was because I was the only programmer on the project. Every time a new
bug report came in (usually with an attached save file), I could quickly reproduce
the problem and fix it. We would obviously keep getting more bug reports across
the Early Access Program, but by improving our internal tools we could be sure
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that we won’t go through the embarrassment of fixing the same type of problem
again! Moreover, if I wanted to add a new feature to the game, or change the way
something works, the only person that I’d need to agree with was myself, so it was
very straightforward. The downside is that I didn’t have anyone looking over my
shoulder and warn me if I was doing something silly and getting into a rabbit hole.

The Decision to go Full-Time

(Late 2013)

At the end of November 2013, I visited Slitherine’s offices in Epsom. This was
my first visit after the Early Access Program started. Slitherine’s Directors were
very pleased with the initial sales which, while not Earth-shattering, certainly
looked promising. Seeing how invested the team members were in the project and
the fact that a very enthusiastic community had gathered around it, they offered
to finance the rest of the development process and pay me monthly advances so
that I could quit my day job and focus 100% on the development of the game. The
rest of the developers would still be working part-time on the project, but I would
get the chance to focus on it entirely. A much-needed change, since combining the
development of SPM with my day job had proven to be very straining!
It was also during this meeting that we started evaluating the possibility to
raise the bet and address the most important request we were getting from the
community: the lack of a competitive aspect. The community wanted to play an
updated version of the original “Buzz Aldrin’s Race into Space”, they wanted to
play as either NASA or the Soviets in a race to be the first to the Moon (and then
on to Mars). Adding the “Race to the Moon” to SPM wasn’t a decision to be taken
lightly, as it had many potential consequences:

•

A significant amount of additional development effort. - Not only would
extra work come from the programming side (i.e., ripping the existing
codebase apart), but also on the content creation side (3D models for the
Soviet hardware, renders, the creation of the mission animations, text files,
etc.)

•

Delaying the final release date. We had originally planned for an Early
Access Program that would take roughly three months. Even though players
would be getting a lot more for free, the truth is that the final version won’t
be delivered as early as originally promised and this may, or may not, upset
some members of the community.
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•

Developer burn-out. This issue was raised by one of Slitherine’s Directors.
Despite the fact that he really wanted the game to get a “Race to the Moon”
campaign, he was genuinely worried that this extra push would have an
adverse impact on the development team, who had already been burning
the midnight oil for months up to this point.

All these were very valid points and, even though I was eager to extend the
scope of the project and had no issues with ripping the codebase apart to fit the
new functionality. I still had to convince the rest of the developers, since they were
the ones who would have to create the audio and visuals in order to support the
“Race to the Moon” campaign.
I spoke with the rest of the team after my visit to Slitherine and, to be honest,
I didn’t even have to persuade them about the additions. They agreed that most
members of the community wanted a “Race to the Moon” campaign badly and that
the lack of it was probably already costing us a lot. We all agreed it was going to be
a big undertaking and, to be honest, we were a bit exhausted after all the effort we
had already put in up to that point, but we were also confident that the extra work
would pay off in the end.
I proceeded to hand in my resignation notice for my day job. December 31st,
2013 would be my last official date there so, starting on January 1st, 2014, I was
going to be working full time on the game. Mauricio, the 3D artist, joked about
this and told me that the situation was analogous to “quitting your day job and
becoming a full-time mum to take care of your new-born baby”. I cannot say I
disagree with this analogy.
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To be continued...

