
00 ···························-··················· ·······························-····················· •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• - I ·~· ····· ························································· · ··························· ···· · •••••••••••••• ••••••• •••••••••• ••••••• •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• •••• • ••••••••••••••••• ••• ••••••••••••• •••••• ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• 
~-

BEHIND THE SCENES 

Square's first US-made RPG is one that 
many have dismissed but few have actually 
played. loin us as we attempt to rehabilitate 

the status of one of 16-bit gaming's most 
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underrated role-playing titles 

THEY SAY THAT hell hath no fury like a 
fanboy scorned, and when RPG specialist 

Square announced its first American-made 
role-ptaying title, the reaction from some sections 
of the gaming public was hostile to say the least. 
The reason for this vitriol was Square's apparent 
ignorance of its own series. Seiken Densetsu 2 had 
been localised Jor the Western market as Secret Of 

Mana in 1994 and gained a cult following desperate 
to experience future instalments. but despite the 
availability of a sequel in japan in the form of 
Seiken Densetsu 3, no confirmation of an English-
1anguage version was forthcoming. In October 1995 
when Square released Secret Of Evermore - the 
aforementioned RPG of US origin- fans came up with 
their own explanation for the lack of a Western Secret 
Of Mana 2 the company's time had been unfairly 
consumed producing this new pretender. 

In this respect, Square's first Western
developed RPG couldn't have had a more 
difficult genesis, but as Is often the case, the 
truth is a different matter entirely. Keen to 
get to the bottom of the story and re-assess 
one of the most significant adventure titles of 
the 16-bit era. we got in touch with the lead 
programmer on Secret Of Evermore. Brian 
Fehdrau. A fresh-faced college graduate 

A WEEK BE:fORE MY 
MONEY WOULD HAVE 
RUN Otrr I GOT A CALL 
FROM SQUARESOFT 

when he approached Squaresoft's Redmond HQ 
back in the early-Nineties. Fehdrau's career in the 
videogame industry nearly didn't happen. "I was 
tooldng for work having just graduated from college 
in Canada with a degree in computer science sitting 
on a stack of student loans," he recalls with a wince. 
"For six months. I sent resumes to every computer
related company I could find to no avail. About a 
week before my money would have run out - and I 
would have had to get a considerably less fulfilling 
job to pay the rent -I got a last-minute cormmn:o > . 
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• The cast of characters in Evermore are quite 
unl!ke any you've seen In any other Squar~ 
made RPG. This probably didn't endear the 

to hardoore devotees of the cornpcmy. 

• In this scene our plucky hero appealS 
to be a certain creek without a pac:ld1e. 
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PoS1I!d by; 
l;liitJtel;,te)'••l 
AI I played it briefly not so 
long ago just to get a taste 
of it and I have to say I was 
mighty impressed. The art 
style is striking. It just felt 
like nothing else I've played. 

Great sense of humour as 
well. Peter Molyneux has 
obviously played it - the dog 
mechanic from Fable 11 is 

ripped straight out of it. 

Posted by: 
l:!•l: ... i'•t<•l 
A !loved it, loved the style, 
loved the settings, but there 
was one thing I didn't love 
and that was the difficulty. 

There I was, happily playing 

away for a few hours when 
I get to some bad guy with 
a bony rib cage thing going 
on and what happens? I die. 
A lot. I eventually got past 
it, but by then I had lost all 

enthusiasm for a game that 
was clearly going to be mean 
to me for the next 30 hours or 
so. Such a shame there was 

no two-player mode 

@#te}iji-ir;ii:•~;l 

A What I really liked about 
the game was the inventory 
system. Things were so 
simple back then. You had 
to juggle your equipment 
because you couldn't move. 1 

did find the dialogue slightly 
annoying though: 'hey look, a 

mummy ... a chainsaw ... and 
a balloon animal'. But that's 
probably because I have 

grown accustomed to speech 
in games. 

Posted by; ... ..,., ~ •• ,;,,@~~· 
AI Great game. It's just kind 
of unfortunate that I got 
this at the same time as I 
got Terranigma. which was 

soooooo much better and took 
up all of my time. 
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8 En<kll-lewl guon:lkm Tluaxxpooed a $1etn 

cbnllenge to BPG newCCl<l"""' and febdtau 
~it """" 

•I call from Squaresoft. I had caught 
dll therr eye due to my experience hacking 
Assembly language on the Commodore 64, 
whose CPU is a predecessor to the one found 
in the SNES." 

At this point, Square's US division was 
merely concerned with the logistics of 
distribution, but the fact that it was rapidly 
starting to acquire programming talent was 

TO BE BRU'IBIJY HONESt 
I HADrn' EVEN HEAIW 
OF SQUARE BF:toRE I 
WO THERE 

a sign that things were about to change. 
"Squaresoft was initially jus! the American arm 
of the company that distributed the games made 
by its Japanese parent Square Co Ltd." F'ehdrau 
explains. "It was situated in a small office with 
probably a dozen or so people who did marketing 
and ran the attached warehouse. Suddenly they 
were tasked with hiring a new development team and 
creating something based on Western slories instead 
of Eastern. On a macro level, a plan was given to us 
-make an American Secret Of M ana- and we we.re 
to flesh out the details as we saw fit." 

-· FEHDRAU'S EXPERIENCE EARNED him the 
position of lead programmer, but ironically his 
knowledge of Square's output was scant. "To be 
brutally honest, I hadn't even heard of Square before 
l worked there," he admits somewhat sheepishly. 
"The Legend Of Zelda on NES was the Hmit of my 
console RPG experience, but I had played many 
computer-based RPGs over the years and 
was already a huge fan of the genre." 
Despite his relative ignorance of his 
employer's past exploits, Fehdrau 
soon settled in and found himsell 
hopelessly addicted to the very 

game that he and his eo-workers would be 
attempting to emulate. "Secret Of M ana was 

my first exposure to Square's own stuff. and I 
thought it was absolutely awesome," he comments. 
"l played it through in my first week or so working for 
Squaresoft and really enjoyed it, and I still look back 
on that week fondly. It was such a nicely rendered 
world, with good game mechanics, an mnovative 
interface, and a pretty long sloryline with a !Jttle more 
substance than the usual 'OMG so-and-so's bee.n 
kidnapped' affair that most RPGs seem to have." 

The instructions from Square HO in japan were 
clear. "Make it like Mana Use Western themes. Don't 
take forever doing it. Don't suck." recites Fehdrau 
wtth a grin. However, short cl these key aims, the 

staff at Redmond were left largely to 
theu own devices. "They let us have 
free rein with artistic and creative 
direction. and let us do things how 
we wished on the technical side," 
says F'ehdrau. "The idea was that 

we would use fictional B-movies as 
the theme of the game so that we could 

always make up something that suited the 
SliUallon. something we wouldn't get sued 

over, and something that would reinforce 

+ + 
Nobody 
Here But Us 
Chickens 
• EVERMORE'S 
DEVEIDPMENf TEAM 
wasn't afrmd to fly m the 
lace ol convention when 
11 came to RPG cliches. 
as the inJarnous 'Chicken 
Code' proves. "Like most 
other NPCs. if you walk up 
to a chicken m the market 
and press the button, 
1t'll respond," explains 
Fehdrau. "As 1 recall. u 
makes sort oi o startled 
clucking sound. Now, 1 don't 
remember why - l think: 1 
was sitting there one day. 
hammering on the button 
out oi boredom and making 
a total racket w1th the 
soW\d effect - but l deCided 
thalli would not please 
the gods for someone to 
taunt the poor chickens like 
lhaL So 1 put on my God 
of Cb1ckens hat, wrote u 
little code, and now rl you 
have the nerve to bother 
them too much you will 
be ·.varned to slop. 11 you 
dlSl egard the warrung 
you'll regret 1L" 

+ + 
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the overall theme of a campy adventure." Despite the 
very precise orders. assistance from Square Japan 
was practically non-existent. "Our code. both for the 
game a nd the tools. was written entirely from scratch 
by us, and likewise for all design. levels, artwork. 
music and so on." explains Fehdrau. dispelling one 
widespread falsehood that has grown up around 
the game. "The common belief that we inherited the 
Mana engine and threw different content into It is 
incorrect," he continues. "We borrowed a ton of ideas 
from their games of course, but the implementation 
was all new. We did get occasional help in non-dev 
areas - not to mention all the money that paid our 
salaries - but we basically made our own way with 
the game itself. There were pluses and minuses to 
this hands-off approach, but I'm pretty sure I liked it 
way more than I would have liked the alternative." 

••• WITH NO TECHNICAL help forthcoming from 
Ja pan, Square's US team created its own tools 
in order to get the job done. "At heart, Square's 
Amazing Graphical Editor, or 'SAGE' for short - I 
had a thing for acronyms - was basically a Mac GUI 
application that could create or import image tiles. 
collect them into sets. and then pick from the sets 
to cobble together levels, characters and effects." 
reveals Fehdrau. "Everything you see on the screen 
in Evermore was set up in SAGE and exported 
directly to ROM forma t from it SAGE attempted to 
be 'what you see is what you get' on the computer 

remembers Fehdrau. "We eventually drifted toward 
something with components. I think it appealed 
partially because it was a somewhat novel idea and. 
in my opinion, partially because everyone at heart 
really likes to collect things. Luckily. it also gave your 
dog helper another thing to do. Really though. I think 
the choice was pretty a rbitrary, what really mattered 
was that we executed it welL I think the concept 

side. but also had the ability to download 
maps or a nlmations to a test kit. allowing 
a rtists to test their work on a real TV. 
That was important since a TV and a 
computer monitor have ra ther different 
colour spaces. Brown on a monitor is 
orange on a TV. for instance. In hindsight, 
the 'be everything to everyone' nature 
of the program made it cumbersome at 
times. especially when exporting. Not 
everyone adored it, but not long after 

BRIAN FEHPRAU 
Lead Programmer 

could just as easily be done poorly with 
only a few minor differences. We had 
some pretty clever people on staff who 
understood what sucks and what's fun, 
and I think they got that alchemy right." 
But for all of the team's ebullience and 
industry, there were elements that wound 
up on the cutting-room floor. "It was a 
huge mistake to leave out multiplayer, in 
my opinion," laments Fehdrau. "I suspect 
I'm the one who decided not to do it, so 

Square Japan visited us one time, they sent us a copy 
of an application that bore a striking resemblance to 
what I'd shown them of ours. I was flattered." 

As development progressed, Fehdrau and the 
rest of the team a t Square USA were bursting with 
innovative ideas, and the a lchemy system in Secret 
Of Evermore is a good example of a development 
group thinking outside the box. "I remember lots of 
meetings, going over lots of ideas for magic, and 
I think we even implemented about half a dozen," 

+ 

you can blame me if you like. It was a scary thing, 
very apt to cause 'stuck player' bugs and such, 
which you may be familiar with if you played Secret 
Of Mana in multiplayer. We. or possibly I, decided to 
play it safe and not do it. I feel bad about that. Lots of 
people would have had fun playing with friends." 

With things starting to fall into place, there was the 
small matter of the soundtrack to consider. Square's 
games have a reputation for high levels of musical 
excellence, and thankfully Secret Of CONTINUED > . 

>. A GAMING EVOLUTION 

+ 
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.I Evermore wa s no exception, despite •== not having a renowned Japanese 
composer a t the helm. The man responsible 
was Jeremy Soule, who got his job a1 
Squaresoft by sending in demos. "He made 
these amazing orchestral pieces and sent 
them on digital audio tape," recalls Fehdrau. 
"I have this memory of people trying to figure 
out how we could gel something to play them 

I GENUINELY HAD NO 
IDEA THERE WERE 
PEOPLE WHO LIKED 
EVERMORE SO MUCH 

on. It didn't take much to realise he was a genius 
and ought to be snapped up ASAP, so we did." 

Although the game has an undeniably American 
feel to it - as was Square's intention - those with 
a proclivity for classic British. cartoons may spot 
a very subtle reference. "I was a fan of Count 
Duckula," explains Fehdrau. "It was a silly series, 
but it always tickled me . In the pilot episode, there 
are these burglars trying to break into Duckula's 
castle. On a couple of occasions, they fall while 
scaling a wall, and despite being evenly spaced 
on the rope, there's a big ga p b etween the sound of 
the henchmen hitting the ground and the sound of 
the leader hitting the ground . It was subtle humour, 
which appealed to me, and when I scripted a scene 
of someone falling through the floors of a castle in 

© Imagine Publishing Ltd 

Evermore, I timed the crashes similarly. One 
my friends got the reference without being 

told, but I never thought anyone else would." 

••• THE MONTHS ROLLED by and the team 
rushed to get the ga me ready for release - Fehdrau 
even skipped his honeymoon in order to finish 
off the code - and Square's first American-made 
RPG was pushed onto store shelves in 1995. Sadly, 
despite some positive reviews, its commercial 
performance was less than remarkable. Fehdrau 
has his own take on why this was the ca se. "There 
were three strikes against us, especially with 
Square fans in the West," he explains. "First, we 
didn't make a Japanese mythology game. Second, 
we were thought to be making our game instead 
of transla ting some Japanese games people really 
wanted to see. And third, there were points of real 
frustration- particularly one early on when you fight 
the boss Thraxx - tha1 probably put a bad taste in 
people's mouths before they had a chance to see 
some of the things we had done right. I wouldn't say 
the cards were stacked against us, but boy, points 
one and two were hard for us to prevail against.'' 

Indeed, the theory that Evermore was favoured 
over a potenUal Western version of Seiken 
Dellsetsu 3 has continued to dog the game since 
it was announced. But was Evermore responsible 
for Secret Of Mana 2 never seeing the light of 
day on Western shores? Is there any truth in this 
accusation? "None at all." replies Fehdrau, without 
a moment of hesitation. "The people on our team 
never had anything to do with translations. Tha1 
was all done by people outside the team, who had 
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What They 
Said ... 

The game 
definitely 
echoes 
Square quality 
and for that 
reason I 
consider it 
a success, 
especially 
for the first 
time out. It's 

• • prormsmg 
just seeing 
a well-made 
US RPG. SOE 
is definitely 
worthy of a 
sequel 
Diehard GameFan, 
Vol 3 Issue 11 

been working for the company since before we were 
hired. In fact, there were several translations done 
dunng the development of Evermore, and ironically 
it was actually us that stopped what we were doing 
each time to pitch in and playtest them, not the other 
way around_ I think Breath Of Fire, Chrono Trigger. 
and Fmal Fantasy m (AKA Final Fantasy V1) were all 
translated during our time on Evermore_ The choice 
not to translate Seiken Densetsu 3 was made 
overseas by the parent company in )opan, 
for undisclosed reasons of their own_ I've 
made speculations as to why, hut honestly, 
I don't have or lrnow any official reason; 
I just know it wasn't for lack of resources 
on our end." 

- THE GAME'S POOR commercial 
performance had ramifications for 
Square's American arm, despite the fact 
that what it had produced was excellent 
for a first attempt "I think Square was 
worried that we'd tarnish 1he brand if we 
did any more games," explains fehdrou. 
"They cut their losses with us in order to 
concentrate on the new LA studio, which 
was doing more traditional stufi 1 wasn't 
happy, of course, hull don't think I'd have 
done any differently in their shoes_ To their credit 
they gave us pretty nice severance packages_" 
Fehdrau was lucky enough to find another job 
immediately, worlcing for Boss Game Studios_ He 
now plies his trade for Amaze Entertainmeni - part 
of the Foundation 9 group, which includes emulation 
experts Digital Eclipse/Baclcbone Entertainment "I 
work there as chief engineer on Amaze's in-house 
multiplatform console game engine, doing all sorts 
of bare-metal-style programming, though probably 
more graphics than anything else," he reveals_ 

© Imagine Publishing ltd 

Thanldully; Evermore has undergone something 
of a re-evaluation among Square fans_ "I've been 
surprised,'' admits F'ehdrau_ "When I chscovered the 
fan base a few years ago, I was stilllivmg with the 
memories of being panned for the various reasons 
I mentioned earlier_ l genuinely had no idea there 
were people who liked Evermore so much, never 
mind loved it. l played i1 again myself, and once I 

got past the frustrating bits, r really enjoyed 
iL It was a real revelation, and I felt stupid 
for having been ashamed of the game for 
so long_ I've finally stopped responding 
to, 'Oh, you worked on Evermore?' with 
'Ah yeah, sorry about that'_ It took a long 

time to believe that people were saying they 
liked it because they liked it, and not because 
they were being polite_" 

Ultimately, Fehdrau has grown to be 
Jmmensely - and justifiably - proud of the 
work he and his fellow eo-workers did 
on the game_ '1 think we did a great job 
with the engme, considering that we were 

municlung one of the finest action RPGs made 
to date then. with not a lick of source code, 

and a brand new team of programmers, 
most of whom were new to the industry, ·• he 

says_ "However, that's not very interesting 
to most people_ Of what you can see, I think it's 
the breadth of the game that I was Impressed with 
when I played it a few years ago. l knew it was big, 
hut honestly, during development, you don't ever 
play a game all the way through_ Thal was my first 
lime_ lt was big - bigger than I thought we'd had 
time to make, with rich env1ronments and lots of 
variety and things to do_ lt actually stood up pretty 
well after all those years, rather than being some 
briefly interesting, but ultimately forgettable 
Dash in the pan_" 
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