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urope is open for
business in 1992.' That's
what everyone from
Margaret Thatcher to
Alan Sugar is telling us
at the moment. But try

telling that to the network of hackers
throughtout Europe. They've been
trading cracked games and demos
for years.

Once a month, maybe more,
gangs of hackers meet up at a preset
venue armed with blank disks which
they use to copy every new release
available on the circuit. Last month
in Venlo, Holland you could have
picked up Street Sports Soccer
Aaargh ! and Super Hang On. That' s
pretty im pressive when the first two
are as yet unreleased and Super
Hang On has been shelved.

Copy parties are simply the
international gatherings for the
crews and their friends to get
together and swap ideas and games.
Behind these occasionslies an
organised hacking network of such
technical ability and resourcefulness
that the software industry is at a loss
to stop it.

The map overleaf gives some idea
of the enormity of the task that
confronts them. No country is 'safe'
and that only includes the best
known names. Germany has nearly
50 gangs, whilst I tracked down a
dozen in this country.

The main motive with the crews is
games cracking. It' s a test of
contacts, technical skill, and speed.
Many of the gangs have ways and
means of getting hold of titles
before they appear. Otherwise when
a games released, and games are
always released on the Continent
first, it' s a race to see who can hack
through the protection first and put
it out on the network. It's all about
kudos. And the competition is hot -
Psygnosis Obliterator was cracked
within hours of its release despite
some of the toughest protection
available on its loader.

It doesn't stop here. Games are
cracked, given new loading screens,
boasting the name of the crew, and
frequently compacted so they load
quicker. On occasion the games are
even polished up, improved in a way
clearly beyond the original
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programmer. From there they' re
displayed on billboards {non-official
ones, naturally) where they' re
downloaded, copied manyfold and
handed round to everymother' s son
who knows someone on the
misappropriation merrygoround.

To         some it' s a game, but to most
it' s deadly serious. What they do is
illegal. At best it is "distribution to
the prejudice of the owner" - an
offence under the Copyright Act that
could involve the repayment of
hundreds of pounds in damages and
confiscation of hardware. At worst it
could involve criminal proceedings

they' d buy them.

Do it  for lava
If is a fact that most hackers don't

sell the games they crack.
"We're not making a profit," said

one crew member. "We copy games
simply because most software is not
worth buying" Hackers consider
most games poorly programmed
and over-priced. The pricing of 16 bit
software is a particular source of
anger. Prices of :E20-:E25, they say,
are simply not justified - an
argument rejected by the companies
who point to disk prices and extra

Aaargh! It's contagions!
One           cracker who has made the

transition is Christian Weber of the
SCA (Swiss Crackers Association) -
the man responsible for the
infamous Virus. Swiss company
Line| signed him up to write
software for them. Ironically his first
wor ks will include a copy protection
system and a virus protector! Thats
tantamount to treachery in the eyes
of many of the crews.

"People said viruses similar to
those on the VAX and IBM
computers couldn't exist and I set
out to prove them wrong," says
Christian. "But I never wanted to
destroy any software with it."

Christian Weber has gone over to
the other side. There's a code of
honour among crackers. You don't
cooperate with the industry or
provide information about fellow
hackers.

If       that all sounds pretty
conspiratorial, thats because it is.
The hacking network is organised.
Although there is rivalry between
teams, they collaborate in the
circulation of games and demos.
They even have their own
publications. Photocopied fanzines
like 'Delirious' and 'It' s Illegal (But
Who Cares?)' provide information
about current goings-on on the
hacking scene and flaunt illicit
activities. April's issue of It' s Illegal,
the magazine published by
Germany' s TRIAD group carries
news, interviews with hackers, a
report on the Venlo copy party, a
review of Rolling Thunder, a debate
on the relative merits of 64 and
Amiga classified ads, news of the
latest cracked games and charts.
Basically it revels in its downright
naughtiness, but at the same time it
reaffirms the reasoning behind
hacking. It holds the software
industry in complete contempt and
almost goes as far as to rationalise a
kind of Robin Hood image for itself.
In an interview in the March edition
a guy called lan from Brit hackers
Fusion talks of his reasons for
hacking: "To give people who can't
afford to buy a game the chance to
have it.'

This view is backed up time and
time again by anyone connected


