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What might histories of games tell us not only about the games themselves, 

but also about the people who play and design them? We think that the 

most interesting answers to this question will have two characteristics. First, 

the authors of game histories that tell us the most about games will ask big 

questions. For example, how do game play and design change? In what 

ways is such change inflected by societal, cultural, and other factors? How 

do games change when they move from one cultural or historical context 

to another? These kinds of questions forge connections to other areas of 

game studies, as well as to history, cultural studies, and technology studies.

The second characteristic we seek in “game-changing” histories is a 

wide-ranging mix of qualities partially described by terms such as diversity, 

inclusiveness, and irony. Histories with these qualities deliver interplay of 

intentions, users, technologies, materials, places, and markets. Asking big 

questions and answering them in creative and astute ways strike us as the 

best way to reach the goal of not an isolated, general history of games, but 

rather of a body of game histories that will connect game studies to schol-

arship in a wide array of fields. The first step, of course, is producing those 

histories.

Game Histories is a series of books that we hope will provide a home—or 

maybe a launch pad—for the growing international research community 

whose interest in game history rightly exceeds the celebratory and descrip-

tive. In a line, the aim of the series is to help actualize the critical historical 

study of games. Books in this series will exhibit acute attention to historiog-

raphy and historical methodologies, while the series as a whole will encom-

pass the wide-ranging subject matter we consider crucial for the relevance 

of historical game studies. We envisage an active series with output that will 

Series Foreword
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viii	 Series Foreword

reshape how electronic and other kinds of games are understood, taught, 

and researched, as well as broaden the appeal of games for the allied fields 

such as history of computing, history of science and technology, design 

history, design culture, material culture studies, cultural and social history, 

media history, new media studies, and science and technology studies.

The Game Histories series will welcome but not be limited to contribu-

tions in the following areas:

•	 Multidisciplinary methodological and theoretical approaches to the his-

torical study of games

•	 Social and cultural histories of play, people, places, and institutions of 

gaming

•	 Epochal and contextual studies of significant periods influential to and 

formative of games and game history

•	 Historical biography of key actors instrumental in game design, develop-

ment, technology, and industry

•	 Games and legal history

•	 Global political economy and the games industry (including indie games)

•	 Histories of technologies pertinent to the study of games

•	 Histories of the intersections of games and other media, including such 

topics as game art, games and cinema, and games and literature

•	 Game preservation, exhibition, and documentation, including the place 

of museums, libraries, and collectors in preparing game history

•	 Material histories of game artifacts and ephemera.

Henry Lowood, Stanford University

Raiford Guins, Indiana University Bloomington

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph/5459/bookpreview-pdf/2054831 by guest on 10 December 2022



Between the ages of seven and sixteen, I spent as much time as possible in 

my local amusement arcade in the sleepy Victorian seaside resort of Broad-

stairs, famous for being Charles Dickens’s favored summer residence. I was 

what you might call an arcade local, one of the thirty or so kids who hung 

around the arcade constantly. While summer holidaymakers would come 

and go, their pockets bulging with coins to spend in the arcades, we locals 

ran a slower but steadier race. We saved our allowance and school dinner 

money; we’d watch for unused credits and rejected coins and listen for 

the clatter of money falling spontaneously from a coin-pusher machine. 

We’d also play what we considered reliable, low-stakes fruit machines in 

the hope of earning winnings to extend our playtime. We did this not only 

during the summer months, but all the while the arcade was open, even 

after the tourist crowds had gone. For an arcade local, the arcade was not 

simply about the latest impressive videogames or fruit machines, but its 

community of arcade players, workers, managers, and owners. We grew to 

know and respect the managers and workers, who became recognizable but 

distant figures of authority. Instead of being the site of vice and risk that so 

many parents feared the arcade was, during my youth I knew it as a place 

of fun, full of adolescent peers but surrounded by other groups we were 

largely oblivious to, all under the sometimes-watchful eyes of the manager 

and staff.

My time spent in amusement arcades was not without threat, however. 

Visits to arcades in other towns, especially out of season, felt risky. When 

I’d encounter locals from other arcades on their home turf, I felt it neces-

sary to observe the rules. Winning a jackpot on a fruit machine or spend-

ing too long on a videogame might be regarded as an infraction and draw 

Preface
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unwanted attention from the resident locals. The appropriate protocol dif-

fered according to the number of locals, their physical size and reputation, 

and the proximity of any arcade staff. But generally the smart move was 

to quickly and quietly leave: besides, anything beyond frosty stares might 

result in temporary or permanent arcade bans, and it wasn’t worth reducing 

the number of arcades around the coast that I could visit.

Under these conditions, I watched as new machines appeared, and the 

games, people, and interactions within the arcades were enormously influ-

ential as I grew up. There was the day that my friend and I sat in a real Fer-

rari sports car after school and then played Sega’s Out Run Deluxe afterward 

until our money ran out, our heads a-fizz with the blur between real life and 

Sega’s game. I remember the day that Konami’s Teenage Mutant Hero Turtles 

machine arrived in the arcade; we watched as the plastic wrap was peeled 

off it, and we were given free credits as the videogame was put through its 

paces. I remember having to balance on tiptoe on an angled rubber strip 

to play Taito’s Ninja Warriors in its huge, three-screened cabinet, which was 

too tall for me to comfortably see. Most of all, I remember the arcade as 

a space defined by noise and crowds during the summer, and as a refuge 

from endless dreary rain as the tourist season ended and the British weather 

descended. Yet while it might seem familiar to readers, my preoccupation 

with the power tensions among the various contingents of arcade locals is 

only one perspective of the British arcade. Arcades were also inhabited by 

other groups: holidaymakers, families, elderly and very young coin-pusher 

players, gamblers, workers, managers, owners, occasionally distributors, and 

even game designers.

Arcade Britannia is an attempt to trace some of the less well-known per-

spectives of the British arcade, and in doing so, highlight its differences 

compared to North American arcades, and its place within British culture. 

As we shall see, the British arcade is a product of centuries of evolution 

of public play, gambling, and mechanization. Arcade Britannia tells a story 

of long-standing cultural motifs—traveling fairs and showfolk—of engi-

neers, technological pioneers, and entrepreneurs who saw an opportunity 

to create the arcade landscape that remains important to so many to this 

day. Finally, this book details the British arcade as a product of legislative 

changes, a pendulum shift between control and liberalization, the product 

of continued efforts of government and concerned moralists to limit and 

diminish play.
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Arcade Britannia is an attempt to sketch out the long history of the Brit-

ish arcade, with its tangled technological, social, cultural, biographic, and 

legislative perspectives. This is done by breaking the history into eleven 

chapters (plus this preface), as follows:

•	 Chapter 1, “The British Arcade Versus the Mythic Arcade,” traces the 

influence of media upon our understanding of the arcade, including 

selected academic literature and popular media. It describes the mythic 

arcade, a distorted version of the real North American arcade that has 

become dominant and now obstructs an understanding of regional 

arcades, such as those in Britain.

•	 Chapter 2, “From Showfolk and Sanddancers to the 1960 Gaming Act,” 

presents the tangled foundations of the arcade. This includes the cul-

tural, social, historic, and legislative contexts, and it also highlights the 

role of traveling showfolk, moral reform, and public attitudes toward 

gambling, as well as inconsistent policing, in the development of the 

British arcade. It ends with the 1960 Gaming Act, which liberalized gam-

bling in Britain and enabled the modern British arcade.

•	 Chapter 3, “Coin-Op Entrepreneurialism,” offers examples of different 

businesses that developed as entrepreneurs exploited the conditions of 

the 1960 Gaming Act, and radically expanded the British arcade and 

machine manufacture and distribution.

•	 Chapter 4, “Get This Lousy Piece of Legislation Put Right,” details the 

strong countermovement to the 1960 Gaming Act as the government 

and concerned members of the public responded to claims of arcade 

overexpansion, links with organized crime, and undertaxation, leading 

to the unveiling of the Gaming Board for Great Britain, the 1969 budget, 

and machine-protest bonfires around Britain.

•	 Chapter 5, “Pings, Pongs, and Pioneers,” details the arrival of video-

games in Britain, including the Manchester-based company Alca beating 

Atari to the British market. It also highlights the already global and con-

nected nature of the British amusement arcade industry.

•	 Chapter 6, “Copyright Defenders and the British Videogame Crash,” 

details the development of copyright law in relation to British video-

games, the rise of unlicensed game conversion and modification services, 

and the global industry’s pursuit of a legal test case. It also discusses the 

British arcade crash of 1982.
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•	 Chapter 7, “The Invader’s Revenge,” details the development of rela-

tionships between the Japanese and British videogames industries. It dis-

cusses the development of The Pit, a British-designed arcade videogame 

exported to Japan and the US, the arcade origins of the Nintendo (and 

later Microsoft) developer Rare, and the defensive move from printed 

circuit boards (PCBs) to large simulator machines to combat piracy.

•	 Chapter 8, “Anti-Groups, Addiction, and the Arcade as Cinema” details 

attempts of the Amusement Arcade Action Group (AAAG) to bring about 

radical control of the British arcade industry, as well as its (almost suc-

cessful) efforts to have the arcade categorized as a cinema.

•	 Chapter 9, “SegaWorld, Street Fighter II, and Exporting Games to Japan,” 

details the British arcade videogame landscape of the 1990s, the heavy 

investment in Britain by the Japanese gaming company Sega, its failed 

SegaWorld theme park/arcade, and the inversion of videogame manufac-

turing patterns due to the strong yen and weak pound.

•	 Chapter 10, “Gold Dust, 20p Fruit Machines, and Redemption,” offers a 

companion to chapter 9, but it looks at the fruit machine and low-stakes 

gambling environment during a similar time period. It charts the failure 

of 20p fruit machine play and the segregation of the industry into juve-

nile and adult arcades.

•	 Chapter 11, “A Historic Accident,” details the 2000 Budd Report and 2005 

Gambling Act and describes their enormous impact upon the British 

amusement arcade by liberalizing gambling, enabling online gambling 

and Fixed Odds Betting Terminals (FOBTs) to proliferate throughout 

Britain, and simultaneously penalizing the amusement arcade for allow-

ing children to play low-stakes gambling machines. Framed by the Budd 

Report as a historic accident, this chapter concludes the book, showing 

that successive legislation has attempted to isolate the British arcade, 

changing it from a single site of public play for everyone to multiple 

isolated (and often networked) arcades for distinct groups.
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The Mythic Arcade

I want you to imagine an amusement arcade. Start with the building: its 

age, its decor, the construction, the ceiling height, the lighting, and the 

flooring. Think of the people there: the patrons—who are they? What are 

their ages, their gender, and their roles? Are they playing, watching, or 

working? What are the sounds: is there music, is there noise? Is the arcade 

dark or light, cramped or airy? Finally, if you have not already, I want you 

to consider the machines. What games and attractions fill your imaginary 

arcade? What machines are there to be played?

There is a good chance that you imagined a dark cavern of neon lights, 

phosphorescent screens, and cramped rows of videogames. The arcade 

was likely filled with adolescents (mostly boys), and awash with blips and 

bloops, snippets of game jingles, sound effects, and cries of elation and frus-

tration from the players, and perhaps you imagined some soft-rock music 

coming from a speaker. Depending on your age and nostalgic preference, 

you might have stocked your arcade with Atari’s Pong, Taito’s Space Invad-

ers, Namco’s Pac-Man, Sega’s Out Run, Capcom’s Street Fighter II, or perhaps 

Sega’s Daytona USA or Virtua Racing. Some readers might have included a 

crane, a ticket-redemption machine, or a punching machine

I would wager that few readers’ imaginary arcades included slot machines, 

fruit machines, or penny pushers—all machine types that are central to 

British arcades and enable low-stakes gambling. And I would expect fewer 

still would have imagined these machines being played by children, sur-

rounded by apparently unconcerned adults. For many, this situation might 

be unfathomable or shocking—your imagined arcade dominated by neon 

1  The British Arcade Versus the Mythic Arcade

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph/5459/bookpreview-pdf/2054831 by guest on 10 December 2022



2	 Chapter 1

lights, adolescent boys, and videogames. But if you have spent any time in 

British amusement arcades, the vignette painted in these last sentences will 

seem normal—and more to the point, is normal. It is the British arcade. 

Examples of real British arcades can be seen in the photographs shown in 

figures 1.1–1.9, taken in the 1980s by the photographer and arcade bingo-

caller George Wilson. How many of the images comply with the arcade that 

you imagined? See the Fair Ground arcade’s open doors facing the seafront. 

See the change booth, Perspex signage, videogames, and the pool table; and 

the bingo caller in the back of the arcade, and the girl and boy gambling on 

fruit machines, joined by an elderly woman playing games alongside them. 

Behold loitering in the arcades, people staring out the doors at the front as 

much as watching the games, and their leaderboards (KEV is in first place, 

with almost 60,000 points on Defender).

The neon-and–videogame arcade that most people imagine is simply a 

dominant arcade archetype that bears little relation to real arcades other 

than during a specific point in their continual evolution. This archetype 

is something I call the mythic arcade. The mythic arcade is a product of 

imagery like Flynn’s Arcade, seen in the 1982 Disney movie Tron and 

Figure 1.1
Exterior of the Herne Bay Fair Ground and Manhattan Amusements, early 1980s. 

Copyright George Wilson/South East Archive of Seaside Photography, CCCU.
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Figure 1.2
Exterior of the Herne Bay Fair Ground arcade; note patrons loitering in and around the 

space. Copyright George Wilson/South East Archive of Seaside Photography, CCCU.

Figure 1.3
Interior of the Herne Bay Manhattan Amusements arcade—the arcade for play and 

posturing; note the mix of games, including The Pit. Copyright George Wilson/South 

East Archive of Seaside Photography, CCCU.
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4	 Chapter 1

Figure 1.4
Interior of the Herne Bay Pier Arcade; Britain is unique in its approach to low-stakes 

gambling by minors. A young girl plays a low-stakes AWP fruit machine. Copyright 

George Wilson/South East Archive of Seaside Photography, CCCU.
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Figure 1.5
Interior of the Herne Bay Pier Arcade; British arcades attract a wide demographic 

of patrons, the normality of low-stakes gambling by minors is shown further here. 

Copyright George Wilson/South East Archive of Seaside Photography, CCCU.

Figure 1.6
Interior of the Herne Bay Manhattan Amusements arcade; arcades were often experi-

enced as places in which to spectate and loiter. Children not only watched the games 

being played or their scores but also the outside world. For many, the arcade played 

an important social role. Copyright George Wilson/South East Archive of Seaside 

Photography, CCCU.
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6	 Chapter 1

Figure 1.7
Interior of the Herne Bay Pier Arcade; note the age range of patrons playing fruit 

machines, the bingo prizes hanging from the ceiling, and the seaside ice cream sig-

nage. Copyright George Wilson/South East Archive of Seaside Photography, CCCU.

Figure 1.8
Interior of the Herne Bay Fair Ground arcade; Crompton’s Clean Sweep coin pusher 

machine, a popular machine with all ages. Note the playfield design, resembling ter-

raced streets. Copyright George Wilson/South East Archive of Seaside Photography, 

CCCU.
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The British Arcade Versus the Mythic Arcade	 7

nostalgically reinforced in 2010’s Tron: Legacy. Flynn’s Arcade sits on the 

corner of an urban plot with a huge, orange neon sign; inside, it is dimly lit 

and tightly packed, with row upon row of arcade cabinets: we see Asteroids 

Deluxe, Berzerk, and Battlezone. The dim space is punctuated by flashing 

neon lights: “CODE WARS,” “ZERO,” and “GUNNER,” and we hear a mix of 

1980s pop-rock music. We hear sound effects: Galaxian’s “pee-woo,” Space 

Invaders’ oppressive “chug-chug-chug,” and Donkey Kong’s “blee-bloop” 

score sound. In the film, a crowd forms behind Flynn, cheering him on as 

he scores 999,000 points on Space Paranoids. It is a space of orange neon, 

youth, noise, and technological prowess. Flynn’s Arcade is how many of 

us imagine arcades to be; it is a prime example of the mythic arcade. Tron, 

as well as a smattering of other cultural touchstones that articulated the 

same technological excitement, have taken on a mythical, totemic signifi-

cance, helping to establish a “collective gaming memory,”1 and creating the 

mythic arcade.

Figure 1.9
Interior of the Herne Bay Manhattan Amusements arcade; Crompton’s Silver Skis, a 

later coin pusher. The coin pusher remains an important part of the arcade machine 

mix, alongside amusements and fruit machines. In this image, we see AWPs, pinball, 

simulator and stand-up videogames, and a coin pusher. Copyright George Wilson/

South East Archive of Seaside Photography, CCCU.
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What Makes Britain Different?

Let us sketch a quick outline of the British amusement arcade landscape. 

Like many countries, Britain developed an appetite for coin-operated 

amusements during the late nineteenth century. As elsewhere, it has a 

community of entrepreneurs and show people who adopted new entertain-

ment technologies for public consumption in traveling fairs, events, and 

amusements. The country developed a seaside-based holiday and entertain-

ment industry focused on relatively few large resorts, and in these places, 

entertainments like this became highly profitable. And, as in some other 

countries but rarely acknowledged by game studies (due to distaste—or 

even prejudice?), the British demonstrated a longstanding predilection for 

gambling that combined exceptionally well with coin-operated machines.

By the early twentieth century, the British public had embraced coin-

operated machines, amusement arcades, and low-stakes gambling. Fueled 

by enormous numbers of cheap, imported French, German, and then Amer-

ican automatics, low-stakes gambling soon became part of the very fabric 

of everyday British leisure, especially at seaside resorts that took on a char-

acter of abandon, license, and merrymaking. Yet despite their widespread 

social acceptance, gambling machines were technically illegal in Britain, 

and police adopted an unsustainable policy of discretionary enforcement, 

warnings, and ignored offenses. The gulf between public attitudes and law 

was untenable and politically embarrassing, and in 1960, the British gov-

ernment introduced the Betting and Gaming Act, which legalized two types 

of gambling machine: Amusement with Prizes (AWP) machines, low-stake 

entertainments with a prize of such trivial value as deemed not to be seri-

ous gambling; and gaming machines (also known as club machines) that had 

higher stakes and therefore posed higher risk. AWPs could be made avail-

able to the public (including children) without restriction, but higher-stake 

club machines could only be operated in places that excluded the general 

public, such as members’ clubs.

Following their creation, AWPs became the bedrock of the British amuse-

ment arcade in urban and seaside settings, leading to enormous expansion 

of the industry. Arcades could now entertain the whole family with dif-

ferent types of coin-operated machines (AWPs, kiddie rides, and amuse-

ments) under the same roof and could satisfy the demands of the public 

with impunity. This generated hefty duty for the Crown, but also became 
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a concern for some members of society. The act also set off a process of leg-

islative recalibration and amendments that continue to this day, and these 

changes have affected the development of the British arcade. As a result 

of the 1960 Act (and later revisions), the UK is the only jurisdiction in the 

Western world that permits children to gamble on machines. This is only 

one example of the distinctiveness of the British arcade.

While the headline message might appear to be that this act allowed 

children to engage in low-stakes gambling, this is a distraction; the impor-

tant repercussion was that it enabled amusements and gambling machines 

to sit alongside each other in British arcades. This made the amusement 

arcade an even more compelling destination for the family (especially on 

holiday), as it offered a range of activities to cater to different tastes and 

members of the family. The act therefore had major economic repercus-

sions. For arcade operators, it enabled a kind of cross-subsidization; AWP 

income could support novelty machines (which in turn accentuated a fam-

ily feel in the arcades), and prodigiously increased the revenue that could 

be made. The number of arcades radically increased, and manufacturers 

developed new machines to cater to expanded demand and the technicali-

ties of the law. And this all happened long before the first bloop was heard 

from Pong, Space Invaders, or Pac-Man. While videogames eventually became 

an important part of the British amusement arcade, and arcades became the 

place to experience them, the industry was not defined by them. Instead, 

the British arcade was defined by a longer history: the relationship between 

amusements and gambling, public attitudes toward propriety, the develop-

ment of new technologies, and the ways that legislation defines opportuni-

ties and limitations for public play.

Returning to the arcade that I invited you to imagine, I assume that it 

was full of videogames and lacking any form of gambling. Yet, while this 

might seem like a typical arcade in North America, France, or somewhere 

else, this kind of arcade is a rarity in Britain. It might exist as part of a 

larger entertainment offering, such as a bowling alley or amusement park, 

but most British arcades-as-destination depend on a mix of amusements and 

AWPs for their income. The backbone of revenue in most British arcades is 

generated by AWPs and low-stakes gambling, and for the majority of Brit-

ons, it is normal, accepted, and the way that it has always been.

It is therefore impossible to separate gambling income from the typi-

cal British arcade business model. Furthermore, without AWP income, the 
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British amusement arcade would not have grown to the size it had prior to 

the invention of videogames and—like the North American arcade industry—

would have all but disappeared shortly after their decline (or, perhaps a more 

accurate word is “crash”). Gambling is such an important part of the arcade’s 

financial structure, but likely such a jarring concept for most readers, that it 

is impossible not to address it immediately.

What Does the British Arcade Look Like Today?

The 1960 Act’s successor, the 2005 Gambling Act, shares many of the same 

objectives. It focuses on the control and taxation of gambling machine 

income and the protection of the British public, especially minors, from 

the negative influence of gambling, and it includes mechanisms to mini-

mize the criminal exploitation of machines. Subsequent legislative revi-

sions have introduced new stipulations and restrictions, and since 2007, 

Britain’s arcade landscape consists of three license types: Unlicensed Family 

Entertainment Centres (UFECs), Family Entertainment Centres (FECs), and 

Adult Gaming Centres (AGCs).

UFECs may contain any number of machines, whether amusements-

only such as videogames, or AWP machines, provided that they conform 

to the category D (cat D) specification. Cat D machines include cash-only 

fruit machines limited to a 10p (14 US cents) maximum stake and £5 cash 

prize ($6.80), but also prize machines, crane grabbers, coin-pushers, and 

machines that offer a combination of money and nonmoney prizes. Each 

stake and prize limit is strictly regulated. A UFEC offers a mix of amuse-

ments and gambling: kiddie rides, videogames, cranes, coin-pushers, and 

low-stakes gambling machines. They are regarded as family-friendly amuse-

ments often found seen at seaside resorts. A UFEC has no legally stipulated 

minimum age limit, and it is perfectly legal for children to play on all the 

machines they contain. It is worth noting that cat D fruit machine stake 

and prize limits have not increased since they were first defined in 2005, 

and arcades reliant on these machines for income have seen their returns 

dwindle each year due to inflation.

Family Entertainment Centres (FECs) may include the same machines as 

their unlicensed equivalents, but they also can include an unlimited num-

ber of category C (cat C) machines in a separately supervised, adults-only 

area. Cat C machines have a higher maximum stake and cash prize than 
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cat D (£1 and £100, $1.36 and $136). FEC licenses are granted by the Gambling 

Commission, and successful applicants must conform to stringent criteria. An 

FEC is therefore best understood to be a typical family arcade, containing a 

mix of videogames, kiddie rides, fruit machines, cranes, and other amuse-

ments, which also includes a separate area containing higher-stakes gambling 

machines only accessible by adults. This is an example of a cross-subsidized 

amusement arcade, with income from each machine category fluctuating 

according to the season and the arcade’s clientele. At the height of the season, 

a surge of vacationers might lead to increased income from amusements and 

cat D machines, while out of season, the cat C machines might make a reliable 

stream of income. The patterns of earnings depend on the arcade’s location 

and its machine mix (and machine layout), as decided by its staff.

The third arcade type defined by the 2005 Gambling Act is the Adult Gam-

ing Centre (AGC). Minors are not permitted in these arcades, and the stakes 

and prizes in its machine mix reflect this. An AGC may contain an unlimited 

number of amusements and cat C and cat D machines, but 20 percent of its 

total number of machines can be higher stakes category B3 (£2 and £500) 

and category B4 machines (£2 and £400). While other even higher-stake 

gambling machines exist (categories B1 and B2), these are limited to casino 

and betting sites and subject to further regulation. AGCs are found through-

out Britain, often on main commercial streets of towns and cities.

The Gambling Commission’s licensing regime, with its UFECs, FECs, and 

AGCs, creates another arcade type by omission. This arcade type contains no 

prize-giving or gambling machines, or the prizes are so trivial that no form 

of regulation is required. These kinds of arcade do not fit well within the 

historic economic model of the British arcade, which relies upon gambling 

for its core income, and are few and far between. Some large, amusement-

focused arcades have remained in operation, but there is a sense in 2021 

that this model no longer works. For example, Namco’s three-floor flagship 

arcade Funscape County Hall, situated just off London’s Westminster Bridge, 

finally closed on August 12, 2021. Its location commanded some of the high-

est tourist footfalls in the country, and it is likely this that ensured its survival 

for so long. At the point of closure, Namco Funscape County Hall was the 

largest London arcade adopting a traditional pay-per-play model. Some have 

seen the hall’s closure as a sign of the death of the British arcade, but this is 

not strictly the case. It is fairer to see it as the twilight years of the traditional 

British arcade business model. Elsewhere, Britain has seen a rise of retro or 
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niche arcades, such as Arcade Club, in Bury, just outside Manchester, or 

FreePlayCity, in North London. These arcades cater to a more specific demo-

graphic (one that resonates with the mythic arcade), often containing retro 

videogames or popular music and fighting and dance games that support 

a competitive play community. These arcades dispense of the pay-per-play 

approach in favor of a flat entry price and then free play. In these modern 

arcades, videogames and novelties are the entire offering. Retro and modern 

arcades are still few in number but are growing in popularity, and traditional 

arcades remain across the country. The success of the new arcades suggests 

that there is public demand and a willingness by entrepreneurs to pioneer 

and establish the market—that the British interest in arcades remains, and 

arcades have cultural significance.

As we shall see, there has been a gradual movement from the arcade as 

a communal space of public play, supporting many audiences and types 

of play, to a mode in which are multiple types of arcades catering to spe-

cific (and, depending on changing public tastes, sometimes unsustainable) 

niches. This trend is important to our understanding of public play, with 

its logical conclusion of modern networked gambling and online gaming, 

playing publicly, visibly, but over networks, whether on mobile phones, 

games consoles, or computers, and in physical isolation. Perhaps this rep-

resents the end of the amusement arcade and the public play it facilitated.

Where Are Arcades Found Now?

Arcades are found throughout Britain, but concentrated in seaside resorts 

and major cities. If a destination draws sufficient holidaymakers to a beach 

or riverside during the all-too-short British summer, then an arcade can often 

be found alongside shops selling ice cream, fish ’n chips, or beach supplies, to 

keep tourists entertained when the rain inevitably sets in. These arcades are 

open and airy, their ceiling-height doors folded back to maximize visibility 

and to invite visitors to enter, and are only closed out of season or a when 

squall is blowing up. Filled with a machine mix selected to attract and retain 

families, they contain banks of coin-pusher machines, ticket-dispensing 

machines, cranes and grabbers, videogames, punching machine, kiddie rides, 

fruit machines, and perhaps a candy-floss machine or café.

Beyond the seaside, the AGC becomes dominant, found in almost every 

major town or city entertainment district. In these arcades, the focus is 
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decidedly on gambling, mostly playing fruit machines. Unlike their seaside 

cousins, AGCs have frosted glass and screens to obscure the activities within 

from passers-by. If you crane your neck while passing an AGC, you might 

catch a glimpse of flashing machine lights reflected on polished chrome or 

brass, and you will see posters advertising the kinds of machines within, but 

the sites are designed to offer their patrons privacy. AGCs share much of their 

decorative character with British chain pubs such as JD Wetherspoon—thick 

carpets, polished brass, and comfortably dimmed lighting—and have much 

the same everyday feel: AGC, pub, betting shop, supermarket.

Then you have the collections of machines, perhaps a motorbike racing 

game next to a couple of low-stakes fruit machines and a crane, sited in a 

bowling alley, motorway services, or cinema. Each British pub’s license con-

tains an automatic entitlement for the inclusion of two cat C or cat D fruit 

machines on the premises, and this number can be increased with approval 

from the local authorities. There was a time when almost every taxi office, 

fish ’n chips shop, and café would contain a fruit machine, but the 2005 Act 

made this illegal. You might find a videogame or a skill or quiz machine out 

in the wild, but such encounters became less frequent by the day.

One assumes the lure of online games and gambling on mobile phones 

and the move away from cash to a contactless payment society has done 

these other kinds of game in. At the same time, if you pay a visit to a British 

casino or licensed bingo hall, you will find higher-stakes gambling machines. 

While there are many coin-operated machines in Britain, their accessibility 

has been reduced and controlled, available for adults only and under licensed 

supervision. By contrast, the traditional amusement arcade (best captured by 

the UFEC, open to all) has had its perceived social risks neutered by freez-

ing the stakes and prizes of the cat D gambling machines it contains. It is 

my view that by limiting the cat D stake/prize limits for so long, the British 

government is simply waiting for inflation to make them uneconomical, and 

then the peculiar but fascinating situation in which the British arcade facili-

tated a cross-generational novelty and gambling experience enabled by the 

1960 Act will become nothing more than a historic footnote.

Who Plays in British Arcades?

Let us consider arcade audiences. Who plays in British arcades—what are 

their demographics and identities? This is tough to answer for several 
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reasons: there is little reliably available data that describes the historic or 

contemporary audience, and it is difficult to make general observations 

about British arcade audiences, as they are so dependent on an arcade’s type 

and location, the season, and the time of day. Yet it remains a pressing ques-

tion, especially in light of the technomasculine bias of the mythic arcade.

Despite the relative lack of empirical data, I can talk about my years 

spent growing up in and around arcades in a small British seaside town on 

the South East coast called Broadstairs. The arcade audience then consisted 

of several separate groups who appeared largely oblivious to one another. 

There were vacationing families that crowded the arcade in late afternoon, 

dragging sand onto the carpet and smelling of coconut suntan lotion before 

suddenly embarking on coaches and trains and returning to London. The 

adult members started by playing fruit machines and coin-pushers but soon 

got bored and disappeared to the nearby pubs, leaving behind the children, 

an even mix of girls and boys who ambled around the space with handfuls 

of money, playing machines badly. They would show their unfamiliarity 

with the space by doing things like not realizing they had unclaimed credits 

on videogames, having their extra credits taken by arcade locals on multi-

player games, and playing what we saw as the worst fruit machines. The 

vacationing children seemed young, and I assume that the older teenagers 

had either decided that seaside day trips were just too uncool to be involved 

with or maybe had joined their parents in the pubs. By the mid-1980s, the 

British seaside day trip had become an anachronism, supplanted by trips 

to Spain or Greece, and domestic resorts remained the preserve of nostal-

gic elder Britons, those who had not caught on, and those who could not 

afford foreign travel. The holidaymaking visitors in my hometown arcade 

were primarily a mix of white and black working-class Londoners.

Out of season, the arcades became quieter, more personal. Many of them 

would reduce their credit prices on the machines so they would remain 

busy and inviting, and to give a little back to the locals. When the weather 

got really bad, the arcade was inhabited only by the dedicated arcade 

locals. The arcade locals, children like me who lived nearby and claimed 

the arcade as part of their day-to-day entertainment patch, were a different 

group. The crowd of about thirty recognizable arcade regulars was made 

up of about twenty boys and ten girls between the ages of about seven 

to fifteen; girls joined the arcade a few years after the boys. While seaside 

resorts were picturesque in the summer, in the winter everything was dead 
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and gray. To make matters worse, there was an absence of reliable, well-paid 

employment nearby, and despite the quaint Victorian seaside properties 

many of us lived in, income levels in the region were lower than in much 

of southern England. The area was not ethnically diverse, and outside the 

summer season, my arcade companions were primarily white, male, poor, 

and working class.

Younger locals played videogames and the occasional fruit machine, while 

the older, more serious boys tended to play fruit machines exclusively, apart 

from when they wanted to show off to the arcade girls. It would be wrong 

to regard machines as the sole attraction of the arcade; instead, it was our 

meeting place, our youth club. My older sister was another arcade local, 

although she was not there anywhere near as much as I was. She and her 

friends would breeze through the space, give me money (if I was lucky), show 

me secret techniques to work the fruit machines, and quickly diffuse any 

simmering tensions that might be building between the adolescent males. 

My sister’s group would play only certain videogames (like Pac Land, Wonder 

Boy, Marble Madness, R-Type, Paperboy, and Ghouls ’n Ghosts) and certain fruit 

machines (like Crack the Nut and Smash and Grab), spending much of their 

time smoking cigarettes, looking tough, talking with the oldest boys, and 

running errands for Howard, the arcade manager. If they were not inside 

the arcade, they would sit on the arcade steps drinking blue Slush Puppy 

ice drinks until the manager had decided it was time for them to get lost. 

The boys in the arcade played all of the good-but-not-too-expensive video-

games, such as Final Fight, RoboCop, Gauntlet, and later Street Fighter II, or 

machines that facilitated macho posturing. For a while, there was a Sonic 

Blast Man punching machine, its punch-pad repaired with a fraying strip of 

silver duct tape; patrons would demonstrate their punching power with a 

loud thump that reverberated through the arcade. Even though I would be 

engrossed in a different activity somewhere else in the arcade, I would look 

up at the power score on the screen as the giant crab, truck, mugger, or 

meteor was dispatched and make a mental note of the comparative pecking 

order of the arcade locals. I still remember the stomach-churning feeling of 

a hard punch hitting the machine, the threat palpable in my overexcitable 

teenage mind.

I would rarely play on the big simulator machines like Out Run, sim-

ply because they were too expensive and instead played on the midtier 

games. When money was running out I would move to the fruit machines, 
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especially those my sister had trained me to play and read, and the older 

cheaper games on the periphery of the arcade, Buck Rogers, Time Pilot, Tron. 

I would string my money out as long as possible, oscillating between play-

ing videogames, watching others, having small wins on the fruit machines, 

and grabbing any money that serendipitously fell into the coin-pusher win 

trays before the staff scooped it up. When my money ran out, I simply hung 

around in the arcade waiting for something to happen, a friend to arrive, 

some money to appear, or some other adventure to begin, and then I’d repeat 

the same thing the next day. But my account presents the British arcade as 

seen through the eyes of a teenage boy (even worse, the memories of expe-

riencing the arcade as a teenage boy), and hence videogames, adolescent 

threat, and the mysterious presence of older girls are writ large and distorted.

In addition to holidaymakers and arcade locals, there were other groups 

that we had very little interaction with. There were the old women who 

came into the arcade in ones and twos and spent hours playing the 2p coin-

pusher machines. I was confused that they enjoyed playing what I saw as 

boring, simple machines, but generally I gave the old dears a wide berth. 

When my grandmother visited us on vacation (from the East End of Lon-

don), she joined these women, forming a quick companionship, standing for 

hours moving between the coin-pushers and expensive Bar-X fruit machines 

that went “dof, dof, dof” with each spin. Still, she enjoyed herself in the 

arcade, and my sister and I kept checking on her (and each time she would 

push bunches of 10p coins into our palms). And then there were the isolated, 

chain-smoking men who stood at fruit machines for long stretches of time. 

They could have been any age over twenty, but I just saw them as men. I 

avoided them, not out of any sense of threat but because our worlds did not 

intersect, almost to the point that we were invisible to each other, feeling 

the same intergenerational awkwardness that I felt interacting with friends’ 

parents.

We were therefore a working-class family; my father was an electrical 

engineer who worked on large construction projects, including the Dunge-

ness nuclear power station and the Channel Tunnel. Despite this, my mother 

was always generous and had spare change for me and my friends to go out 

and play, and a pound or two in our pockets was enough to justify a trip to 

the arcade. Certainly, some of my friends were not allowed in the arcades 

because their parents objected to them, but this did not seem to follow any 

discernible pattern. Maybe it was connected to parents’ social conservatism, 
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the distance of the arcade to home, and fears about child safety. But this was 

not something that we spoke about. Some of the arcade locals had parents 

who worked long shifts in low-paid jobs, and for them the arcade offered 

something more than an empty house, but once more, this was something 

that was explained by my sister, not by discussion with the locals.

There is also the complication that an arcade audience also fluctuated 

over the course of a day. I was often one of the first to enter the arcade, 

sometimes waiting for the doors to be unlocked. The early morning was the 

preserve of excitable adolescent boys like me; it was also when the arcade 

manager might be visited by the owner, Jimmy Godden. By midmorning, 

the rest of the day’s locals would arrive, and by about 11 a.m. on, the old 

women and holidaymakers would appear. At around lunchtime, the arcade 

would be graced by the local policeman (PC Simes), who would make a 

point of saying hello to the arcade locals who were familiar to him.

Come early afternoon, the holidaymakers began to properly fill the 

arcades, having walked up the promenade to eat fish ’n chips. At this point, 

the locals would usually leave the arcade. While you could normally find 

some abandoned credits or uncollected winnings in fruit machines or coin-

pushers, it was generally too noisy, busy, and hot to stay there. Besides, 

when it was busy, the arcade workers would be hypervigilant in monitor-

ing for machine-tampering (like bashing a penny-pusher to dislodge some 

coins) and sensitive to even minor infractions, and it was preferable to 

leave instead of risking a ban.

By early evening, the crowds dissipated, and some of the locals returned 

to the arcade once more. The evening and nighttime arcade contained an 

unpredictable mix of overnighting visitors and locals, and was generally 

high-spirited and fun. Slowly, the patrons would thin out, and perhaps pub-

goers might pop into the arcade to play a few games before heading home, 

and then the arcade would shut down. There was no discernible difference 

between the days, except for busier weekends and manic public holidays dur-

ing the summer, and for me, it was day after day of arcades until school 

returned and my visits were confined to weekends and a couple of evenings 

a week.

My experiences were with seaside arcades, primarily in my hometown but 

also along a small strip of South East England. I would not suggest that this 

audience was representative of those elsewhere, and certainly not comparable 

to urban arcades or contemporary arcades. I do not suggest that my experience 
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was representative of all seaside arcades, but it hopefully illustrates the chal-

lenge of classifying the British arcade audience. Arcades were spaces for any-

one with a little money to spend, and they supported a variety of largely 

oblivious groups. While the manager and police cooperated to keep the locals 

in order, there was an undercurrent of male posturing, bravado, and pride, but 

I doubt any more so than any park, skating rink, or Cub Scout group. It was 

not a space of crime or illegality: any infractions resulted in immediate and 

longstanding bans, and the manager and police worked together.

There is a body of literature that offers empirical data describing the Brit-

ish arcade audience, but it is patchy. Building upon sources from the British 

Mass Observation program which documented everyday British life from 

1937 to the 1950s, the leisure scholar Caroline Downs argues that the arcade 

was key to enabling female Britons to gamble. One observer noted that 

“arcades were very popular, with women and children taking part in equal 

number to men,”2 and accounts like this suggest that, at the seaside at least, 

the postwar arcades’ patrons were simply people who visited a resort. In the 

1980s and 1990s, a wave of moral concern about the problem of adolescent 

gambling led to a profusion of research offering descriptive accounts of the 

British amusement arcade, seeking to identify patterns of addiction. While 

their findings were unconvincing and varied in their methodical rigor, they 

offer a glimpse of the arcade audience during this period.

Mark Griffiths’s The Observational Study of Gambling in UK Amusement 

Arcades,3 written in 1991, echoes many of my experiences in arcades. In 

the seaside arcades he studied, male arcade-goers outnumbered females by 

more than two to one, and children constituted approximately two-thirds 

of the clientele. Most were ten- to sixteen-year-old boys, who Griffiths said 

played “in small groups of between two and four people on videogames and 

cheaper stake (2p–5p) fruit machines.”4 Young female visitors stayed with 

their parents and played “cheap stake (1p–2p) fruit machines and coin push-

ers,”5 while the youngest children (under seven years) played nongambling 

games supervised by their parents.6 The few adolescent females that Griffiths 

observed “tended to play in twos next to each other, on the cheap stake fruit 

machines or video games.”7 Griffiths also noted other patterns of play:

Coin pushers appeared to be played upon universally by all sexes and age 

groups except male senior citizens who rarely frequent arcades. Older women, 

i.e., middle to old age, tend to prefer cheap stake fruit machines like their much 

younger counterparts. Older adolescents and young men in groups (18–25 years) 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph/5459/bookpreview-pdf/2054831 by guest on 10 December 2022



The British Arcade Versus the Mythic Arcade	 19

tend to play games of competition (e.g., table football, rifle range, video games), 

whereas those on their own played upon higher-stake fruit machines and pinball 

machines. Young couples in their late teens and early twenties tended to play 

games in which prizes could be won, usually played by the male to be won for 

the female.8

In a 1995 study, Sue Fisher highlighted the importance of British arcades 

in adolescent leisure, saying that arcades were the single-most-visited “lei-

sure provision for youth,” and the primary motivation of the adolescent 

visitors was to “hang out” and meet friends.9 While a 1993 Schools Health 

Education Unit report conducted by John Balding, based on a large data set, 

found that 28 percent of boys and 7 percent of girls aged between eleven and 

fifteen had spent their own money on coin-operated videogames in the pre-

vious week.10 Contrast that to 11 percent of boys and 3 percent of girls doing 

the same on gambling machines.11 Of those who played fruit machines in 

arcades, 43.3 percent of played them when they were last on seaside holi-

days, 39.6 percent visited arcades at least once a week, and the remaining 

15.6 percent claimed to visit arcades four or more times per week.12 John Gra-

ham’s 1988 Amusement Machines: Dependency and Delinquency Home Office 

report offered further insight, concluding that patrons from working class 

backgrounds were “slightly over-represented,” and a slightly higher propor-

tion of adolescents from the poorest backgrounds played fruit machines. 

Graham found no discernible demographic differences when videogame 

play was considered.13

According to Griffiths’s 1991 study, amusement arcades were primarily 

occupied by eighteen- to twenty-five-year old men, apart from the late morn-

ing from 10–12 a.m., “in which about a third to half the arcade is occupied 

by middle-aged women,” and the evening from 6–9 p.m., in which “as much 

as half the arcade may be occupied with 14–18-year old mixed-sex teen-

agers.”14 Much like Fisher’s adolescent arcade visitors, when interviewed, 

Griffiths found that “middle-aged women frequented the arcades as a break 

in their family shopping to play cheap stake (‘simple’) fruit machines and/

or bingo to meet people, because they were socially/physically isolated.”15

Furthermore, Griffiths observed that as children approached their six-

teenth birthday, the pub displaced nonarcade locations where people might 

find coin-operated machines. By the age of sixteen, 43 percent of fruit 

machine players and 29 percent of videogame players said they mostly 

played in pubs.16 That almost half of sixteen-year-olds were pubgoers will 
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come as no great surprise to those familiar with 1980s and 1990s Britain 

and the rite of passage that underage pubgoing represented. Instead, what 

is notable is that while coin-operated machines attracted players almost 

wherever they were sited, the amusement arcade remained an important 

and enduring location for adolescents and young adults, even as others 

diminished. What is notable is that the arcade was seen by its patrons 

(whether young boys or middle-aged women) as a social space, with the 

machines, the entertainment, the gambling, and the community each con-

tributing to its attraction and social function.

So, how do we answer the question, who plays in British amusement 

arcades? It appears that for passing trade, anyone with money to spend will 

be welcomed in a British arcade. Whether visitors would feel welcome if an 

arcade’s resident locals were present is harder to say. Perhaps arcade localism 

was meaningful only to its teenage patrons. There were arcades that I did not 

feel welcome in as a teenager because I was sensitive to intruding on what I 

saw as other locals’ territory. Yet whether this was substantive or a preoccu-

pation of a teenage boy is unclear. The amusement arcade has a bias toward 

working class leisure, simply because the more affluent would have oppor-

tunities beyond the British seaside resorts and city centers where arcades are 

found. As for the arcade locals who take ownership of a nearby arcade space, 

these are determined by the demographics of the resident populations with a 

masculine working class skew. Arcade locals in a central London FEC would 

likely be quite different from those in Blackpool, Margate, or Southend-on-

Sea—and these make only one of the many different audiences that play in 

arcades.

The Future of the British Arcade

It would be misleading to say that the British arcade industry is in poor 

health, especially at the seaside, but arcades remain a vivid feature of 

contemporary British culture and generate considerable revenue. A 2019 

report commissioned by the British Amusement Catering Trade Association 

(BACTA) argued that once additional impact layers were considered, seaside 

arcades generated £1.87bn in turnover, added £1.06bn to the British gross 

domestic product (GDP), and created 27,190 jobs in 2018.17 Yet despite 

these impressive figures, the decline of the arcade industry in Britain is 
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undeniable, with operating profits for seaside arcades decreasing by almost 

a third between 2015 and 2018 (£225m in 2015).18

The 2015–2020 Gambling Commission industry statistics report paints 

a similarly stark picture of decline across the British arcade sector. In 2011, 

there were 2,103 licensed AGCs in Britain, but by 2020, this figure had 

dropped 32 percent to 1,431.19 The contraction was even more acute for 

FECs, which declined by 37 percent, from 293 to 184.20 This data captures 

only locations that require a Gambling Commission license; it omits unli-

censed arcades that are authorized by local authorities. However, personal 

experience would suggest that unlicensed arcades have also declined in 

number during the same period. In addition, there are industry practices 

that further distort this data. Many arcades are physically subdivided, with 

separate entrances and multiple licenses. While an arcade-goer might view 

such a place as a single site with separate entrances for adults and fami-

lies, the Gambling Commission would record it as multiple premises. In 

2021, therefore, it is reasonable to surmise that there are fewer than 1,724 

licensed arcades in Britain.

The decline of the British arcade in this period is mirrored by a major expan-

sion of online gambling activities, the most popular of which, online slots, 

digitally replicate many elements of an arcade fruit machine. The Gambling 

Commission data logs the Gross Gaming Yield (GGY), which is the amount 

retained by operators after the payment of winnings and cost deductions—

that is, profit. During 2015–2020, British FEC yield declined by a quarter, to 

£52.4m, and AGC yield increased by a third, to £424.8m, but the yield from 

online slots almost quadrupled, from £594m to £2.2bn.21 Online casino slots 

now generate more than four and a half times the yield (£2,211m) of all the 

licensed machines based in British arcades (£477.25m), and online slots gen-

erate almost 70 percent of the total online casino yield. It is important to rec-

ognize that higher-stake online slots and casino machines generate greater 

yields than lower-stake machines in AGCs and FECs because of the size of the 

stakes. While the arcade industry remains economically significant, it is now 

dwarfed by higher-stake and online gambling.

The COVID-19 pandemic required arcades in Britain to close to the pub-

lic several times during 2020 and 2021, inevitably accelerating the adop-

tion of online slots. Like many other businesses in the hospitality sector, 

British arcades lost more than thirty weeks of trade in a fourteen-month 
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period (the only relief is that arcades reopened briefly during the height 

of the 2020 summer season). John White, the chief executive of BACTA, 

described the situation as “the worst obstacle that the arcade industry has 

faced in sixty years” and suggested that for many arcade operators, income 

halved in 2020.22 While seaside arcades had seen steady numbers between 

lockdowns, inland arcade patronage was far more varied. Speaking with me 

just before the announcement of the third national COVID-19 lockdown in 

January 2021, White emphasized how critical opening for the Easter school 

holidays in April would be to the survival of the British arcade, and yet the 

regulations were not lifted until May 2021. The impacts of COVID-19 on 

arcades are unclear. The decline and lockdown did not only affect arcade 

operators’ income directly; it also inevitably pushed some business toward 

online alternatives. Other companies involved in the trade, including 

machine manufacturers, distributors, logistics and consumables, have seen 

their order books slashed.

It is difficult to imagine what the arcade industry will look like after 

COVID-19, or indeed what appetite there will be for physical, in-person, 

coin-operated public play. When British arcades reopened to the public in 

summer 2021, most seaside resorts boasted large crowds, a product of the 

“staycation” caused by public uncertainty over international travel due to 

COVID-19 and Brexit regulations. While some arcades struggled to main-

tain staffing levels, many in the industry quietly spoke of encouraging 

revenue and the resurgence of the British seaside holiday. It appears that 

concerns over whether people will still want to press buttons on machines 

after COVID-19 were misplaced. I am confident that the arcade will remain 

a feature of British leisure, if perhaps in smaller numbers and with slightly 

different offerings. After all, the British arcade industry has learned to adapt 

and respond to other major changes in the past.

This book tells the long history of the British amusement arcade, high-

lighting the ways that it differs from the dominant North American view 

of the arcade. This British account of the arcade is based on different long-

standing cultural traditions, geography, and public attitudes. I contend 

that the British arcade’s industry formation, the individuals, companies 

and machines, and its legislative, moral hurdles, and continual evolution 

are important. Britain became the third-most-significant market for coin-

operated videogames after North America and Japan, and it perhaps is the 

most significant market for coin-operated gambling innovation, and it is 
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now described as being fifteen years ahead of any other jurisdiction in its 

adoption of online gambling.23 Furthermore, Britain remains the only coun-

try in the Western world where gambling and amusements are so entwined 

and it is legal for children to gamble on low-stakes machines.

Arcade Tales

This book sits alongside others that attempt to explore alternative and local 

histories of gaming, especially public play in and around arcades. This topic 

had been underresearched until relatively recently, with the publication of 

Raiford Guins’s Game After and Atari Design, Carly Kocurek’s Coin-Operated 

Americans, and Lowood and Guin’s collection Debugging Game History. These 

books indicate the significance of arcades as physical spaces, as spaces for 

communities, as well as the complex and overlapping histories that inform 

them. Each offers insight into the North American arcade, but none pre-

sented regional or national differences. Arcades and their histories, architec-

ture, communities, and significance are geographically and culturally related.

Other game studies texts offer pioneering localized play histories. Jaro-

slav Švelch’s Gaming the Iron Curtain details the adoption of the home com-

puter in Czechoslovakia, while Alex Wade’s Playback and Alison Gazzard’s 

Now the Chips Are Down offer insights into similar time periods and foci, 

but from a British perspective. Švelch’s, Wade’s, and Gazzard’s books are 

exceptionally helpful, as they highlight similarities and differences, and we 

recognize seemingly monolithic ideas as culturally relative phenomena—

authentic, but different. The texts not only offer insight into the histori-

cal development and cultural adoption of computers, games, and to some 

degree public play, but they also enable comparative judgments to be made.

The reader can start to make sense of how play, games, and attitudes 

toward technology differ and remain the same in different countries, popu-

lations, and sociopolitical contexts. Arcade Britannia is intended to serve as 

a companion to Lowood, Guins, and Kocurek’s work in the same way that 

Švelch’s, Wade’s and Gazzard’s books connect to offer scholars greater per-

spective. While the amusement arcade has received relatively little direct 

scholarly attention, many people from diverse perspectives and disciplines 

have ventured into its territory—albeit rarely in a British context.

Arcade Britannia is not the first attempt to tackle the amusement arcade 

from a critical historical perspective. Arcades, quite often North American 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph/5459/bookpreview-pdf/2054831 by guest on 10 December 2022



24	 Chapter 1

arcades, feature heavily in several historic accounts of videogames: J. C. 

Herz’s Joystick Nation, Tristan Donovan’s Replay: The History of Video Games, 

and Steven Kent’s The Ultimate History of Video Games tell a well-trodden 

story of the emergence of videogames, the overexpansion of videogame 

arcades, their commercial collapse, and then the resurgence of videogames 

in the home, not in the arcade. We then have other texts that recognize 

a longer and more complicated history: we have Mark J. P. Wolf’s Before 

the Crash: Early Video Game History, Carly Kocurek’s Coin-Operated Ameri-

cans and Raiford Guins’s Game After, which challenge and destabilize these 

historical accounts of technological and arcade development by extending 

and critiquing the narrative before, during, and after the North American 

arcade’s golden age. There are also books that are presumably written for 

acolytes of the mythic arcade wishing to fill their man caves with pristine 

machines, which catalog and describe machines in technical detail, such as 

Bill Kurtz’s Encyclopedia of Arcade Video Games and Arcade Treasures.

While scholars like Jaraoslav Švelch, Alex Wade, and Alison Gazzard 

offer scholarly accounts of arcades and videogame development from 

national perspectives that challenge the myth, there are also other texts 

in leisure, tourism, and local studies that are largely unknown but contrib-

ute to an understanding of the importance of the arcade. We have deeply 

specific accounts from the perspective of the United Kingdom, such as Nic 

Costa’s Automatic Pleasures and More Automatic Pleasures, which collate the 

author’s decades-old coin-operated trade newspaper articles (that in turn 

were a product of decades of thorough coin-operated industry research). 

Costa is the definitive British coin-op historian and many subsequent texts, 

such as those by Paul Braithwaite, clearly build upon his work. There is 

Nick Laister’s Pennies by the Sea, which offers an account of Bridlington’s 

Joyland arcade, and James Fairley’s Fun Is Our Business: The Story of Barry’s 

Amusements, offering a similar project to Laister’s, but about the largest 

amusement park in Ireland. There are autobiographical accounts of play-

ing games which, while often rich and entertaining, vary in their levels of 

criticality. These include Martin Amis’s Invasion of the Space Invaders, the 

brash and droll counterpart to David Sudnow’s Pilgrim in the Microworld, 

both now reissued for a modern audience. Sudnow’s masterly book explores 

the impact, importance, and pleasures of Atari’s Breakout, both in the arcade 

and at home. Amis’s book, on the other hand, appears to be an embarrassed 

exercise in snark, writing about a subject that he seems to feel is beneath 
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him. We also have Tony Temple’s 2020 book Missile Commander, which 

approaches Atari’s 1980 Missile Command, oscillating between the history, 

development, and pleasures of committed play. These are rich and deeply 

interesting texts, especially for those interested in autoethnography, coin-

operated machines, and a cultural perspective of public play.

Understandably, critical approaches to arcade history are found in game 

studies monographs and journals. In Coin-Operated Americans, Kocurek chal-

lenges the dominant mythology of the North American arcade, especially 

the way that spaces, games, and audiences are defined by “technomascu-

linity,” which she describes as an “idealized vision of youth, masculinity, 

violence, and digital technology.”24 For Kocurek, accounts of the American 

arcade and the development of videogames—and my criticism of many of 

the texts listed here—is that they are “thoroughly reductive, a popular fiction 

of a popular medium.”25 In his work on the development of arcades, Erkki 

Huhtamo suggests that this popular fiction did not develop by chance, but 

rather has been perpetuated by “industry publicists and corporate cryptohis-

torians,”26 who have usefully presented the arcade and electronic gaming as 

a prehistory to contemporary videogames. In addition to offering an origin 

story, this approach legitimizes an industry that is obsessed with the new, 

with technology, and with the periodic repackaging and remastering of the 

past. Through this myth, the gender inequalities and identity politics of con-

temporary game culture are retrospectively projected upon the real historic 

arcade, and thus are incrementally normalized and legitimized, creating an 

apparently coherent lineage between the old and new and gradually chip-

ping away at any incongruities. This myth says that arcades have always 

been for boys, that boys have always been more interested in arcade games 

than girls, men, or women. Certainly, arcade videogames were marketed to 

a male audience from the start, as was much of the erotically charged Muto-

scope content in the early arcade, but whatever the actual gender dynamics 

of actual arcades, the mythic arcade is adolescent and male. The mythic 

arcade implies that therefore, accounts of the arcade that do not focus on 

boys and technology are somehow peripheral or less important.

This myth also emphasizes the transactional nature of pay-per-play, 

normalizes modern downloadable content (DLC) packs and microtransac-

tions, and presents arcades as a transitory point for the public to access 

videogames. It also suggests that videogames were the sole critical prod-

uct of  the  arcade, and that now it no longer exists. The mythic arcade, 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph/5459/bookpreview-pdf/2054831 by guest on 10 December 2022



26	 Chapter 1

therefore, offers an origin story for the modern videogame industry, but it 

also frames videogame audiences and constrains player identities. It pres-

ents the arcade as an almost entirely adolescent and masculine space, and 

this seductive myth has become dominant and passively accepted around 

the world. Perhaps the only territory not to have capitulated to the mythic 

arcade is Japan, with its lively and ongoing arcade culture, which we know 

depressingly little about (although Nic Costa’s little-known work states that 

even Japanese pachinko machines were initially British-made copies of 

Bavarian coin-operated machines).

The mythic arcade has become so compelling, so dominant, that it now 

stands as an obstacle against attempts to recognize the amusement arcade’s 

place in cultural instead of technological history. The issue with such a 

dominant myth is what it displaces. For example, what do we know of the 

arcade beyond North America? What do we know about the wider social, 

cultural, and economic (as opposed to technological) significance of the 

arcade? What do we know of the arcade before the invention of videogames 

and after their gradual substitution by home consoles, personal computers 

(PCs), and mobile phones? What do we know of the national amusement 

arcade identity or the industry’s international links? Sadly, the answer to 

all of these questions, especially beyond the scattered fan and afficionado 

communities, is very little indeed.

Over the last decade, several scholars have produced work that chal-

lenges the technomasculine mythic arcade, even if not by name. Raiford 

Guins’s notion of “Visible Evidence of Who Plays (VEWP)” recognizes that 

these histories disproportionately regard the arcade as a masculine (and 

adolescent) space because the focus is placed on the machines.27 On the 

subject of North American arcades, Guins states that “you may notice that 

there are actually girls and young women in the arcade. Now look again 

and see how many of them are playing games? Chances are that hardly any 

of them are feeding quarters into those beautiful profit centers.”28 Guins’s 

point is that the arcade was inhabited by a female audience, but not neces-

sarily female players: by prioritizing pay-to-play, machines, and technology, 

the mythic arcade diminishes their presence. And this is important because 

the real arcade is a site of leisure as well as play, and different kinds of 

play, videogame play, gambling, and play that has very little to do with 

machines—the social and public play of loitering, seeing, and being seen.
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Kocurek recognized the arcade as a commercial space that “encouraged 

quick play cycles, and a set of pay-for-play ‘economic decision making’ and 

related cultural values” that she calls “coin-drop capitalism.”29 Coin-drop 

capitalism is by definition inhospitable to patrons who do not have or are 

unwilling to spend money, and yet most arcade operators were wise enough 

to view site income as a totality instead of requiring each individual to pay. 

So long as enough patrons were engaging in coin-drop capitalism, the arcade 

could accommodate those who did not spend, and according to Guins’s 

VEWP concept, this included a greater proportion of female patrons.

There has therefore, been a gradual shift of view of the arcade from the 

technomasculine account proposed by cryptohistorians to one that sees the 

arcade as a social space. Samuel Tobin’s 2016 article “Hanging in the Video 

Arcade” is a good example of this, overtly recognizing the contribution of 

“hangers-on and hangers-out” to the experience and character of the arcade, 

but also the assortment of “lurkers, lingerers, wallflowers, delinquents, and 

most of all loiterers.”30 This is right and admirable; it begins to reframe the 

arcade as a cultural space, a social space, and starts chipping away at the 

mythic arcade’s commercial neon foundations. Benjamin Litherland devel-

ops this theme even further, looking at the development of mid-twentieth-

century arcades in London, proposing the term “Ludosity,” defined as the 

“quality of game participation as shaped by a range of agents, institutions, 

and contexts,” and making the point that “games history needs to center 

players in order to fully conceptualize games in history.”31

While I advocate the reframing of game histories from machines and 

technologies onto players (and indeed the nonplayers in the same spaces), 

the reality is that this is exceptionally difficult to do. We are reliant on 

archive materials and documentary evidence of the historic arcade, and 

more often than not what remains are commercial success stories, physical 

machines, and the testimonies of individuals who gained accolades. It is 

almost impossible to capture the story of the everyday arcade-goer, or the 

commercial failure of a machine, let alone the failed business. The small or 

mundane stories that are as important to our understanding of a phenom-

enon as the others are often simply lost.

Consequently, we therefore encounter different kinds of research that 

talks about arcades. Erkii Huhtamo’s essay “Slots of Fun, Slots of Trouble,” 

found in the Handbook of Computer Game Studies, gives an excellent overview 
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of the development of slot machines (and of the first generation of games 

history, on which the mythic arcade rests), and we have Alison Gazzard’s 

work on videogame clones,32 arcade photography,33 and the role of arcade 

photography to reinforce the arcade myth. Like Gazzard’s, Alex Wade’s work 

explores 1980s videogame culture from a British perspective,34 including the 

arcade’s role in educating “individuals into extending play into the realm of a 

postindustrial economy.”35 Interestingly, as an arcade-goer, Wade recognizes 

the edginess of arcades and subterranean “arcaves,”36 which became part of 

their adolescent pleasure and attraction. Once more, countering the tech-

nologically and economically compliant teenage boys in the mythic arcade, 

Wade explains that, from a British perspective at least, “amusement arcades, 

with their position geographically and culturally underground, gave rise to 

proliferating and, at times, nefarious subcultures,”37 such as the tricks and 

systems used to undermine and even invert the automated balances of coin-

drop capitalism. Like the loiterers, the hangers-on, the female nonplayers, 

and the gamblers, members of Wade’s nefarious subcultural players do not 

fit into the arcade myth. Neither do the contributions of scholars from disci-

plines as wide-ranging as law, gambling studies, history, and tourism studies, 

which touch upon arcade territory. All of these sources intersect on the sub-

ject of the British arcade and Arcade Britannia.

It would be wrong to suggest that game studies is immune to the seduc-

tion of the mythic arcade. The games scholar Soraya Murray criticized game 

studies’ “continued embrace of specific notions of innovation, genius, and 

a future orientation,” describing it as a fairy tale of technological progress, 

“science fiction, not history.”38 Murray calls for an approach to games his-

tory that not only recognizes technology but is entangled with “politics, 

culture, economics, identity politics, and the interests of those who wish 

to codify that history as one thing and not another.”39 Arcade Britannia is 

intended as an entangled history of the British arcade, albeit one that leans 

heavily on the evolution of the arcade industry via archive materials and 

interviews. It is in part history, biography, cultural analysis, and personal 

account. It is also partially autobiographical.

I should make my interests clear: I have been a lifelong arcade patron, 

an arcade local at a British seaside resort. I am passionate about video-

games and sometimes play fruit machines, but have no interest in online 

gambling (I am too risk averse to find high-stakes gambling enjoyable.) 

Since the age of seven, I have enjoyed playing videogames and low-stakes 
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gambling machines, putting money in coin-pushers, and generally hanging 

around arcades. I am an arcade fan and feel some nostalgia for my favorite 

arcade videogames and fruit machines. I’ve rescued, restored, bought, and 

sold classic arcade videogames, and I have come to realize the sad achiev-

ability of nostalgia; the physical machines never quite trigger the antici-

pated excitement or emotions. What I now find more compelling is the 

sense of the British arcade as a cultural institution—a space that not only 

was influential to me as an adolescent (a place to play, to loiter, to explore 

independence), but also informed my relationship with videogame play, 

gambling (I have learned that you cannot gamble yourself out of a hole), 

and public play. To me, the arcade was a formative space; I accessed tech-

nology, learned the risks, rewards, and pleasures of gambling, and became 

part of a group of friends. Subsequently, I have discovered that many others 

share this view of the British arcade. My intention here, therefore, is not to 

codify the British arcade as a stepping stone of videogame technological 

development, or as a purely nostalgic space, but rather one that speaks of 

the economic, political, social, and cultural conditions of Britain.

In their sociohistorical overview of videogame arcades and the Street Fighter 

II community, Michael Skolnik and Steven Conway talk about arcades as meta-

physical spaces. While not talking about British arcades, with their mix of vid-

eogames and gambling, Skolnik and Conway’s position is pertinent here. They 

say that in addition to their “material dimensions, videogame arcades were 

simultaneously metaphysical spaces where participants negotiated social and 

cultural convention,”40 and they recognize that while arcades are now fewer in 

number, the “metaphysical elements of the arcade persist.”41 In other words, 

the practices that came from the historic arcade now influence behavior, 

norms, and practices in the contemporary fighting game community. While 

this does not sound that significant, and indeed aligns with the mythic 

arcade’s notion of the arcade as progenitor of contemporary videogame 

culture, Skolnik and Conway talk of the arcade as a social environment and 

its importance as a space, alluding to its significance beyond the source of 

fighting game etiquette: “The arcade is a different world, wherein, phenom-

enologically, a different sense of being emerges. The metaphysical space of 

the arcade, the world that is built, is the social world the participants create 

through their performance of individual and collective identity.”42

While I might hesitate to suggest that a different sense of being emerges 

(for me, the arcade was and is far more normal than is being suggested 
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here), the idea of the arcade as a social world that allows performance of 

individual and collective identities is key. If we accept that different par-

ticipants inhabit arcades (as comprehensively shown by Guins’s VEWP, 

Tobin’s loiterers, and Wade’s subterranean subcultures), that their perfor-

mances inform their collective and individual identities, and that their per-

formances were facilitated by the specific machines, protocols, laws, and 

makeup of the audience, then there is a need to document accounts of 

different arcades and understand how these form. In other words, the for-

mation of the laws, the machines that were placed in arcades, and the wider 

cultural contexts that inform the performances in arcades matter—even if 

they do not matter because they were eventually replaced by videogame 

culture, as the mythic arcade and cryptohistorians might claim, but because 

they matter in their own right, telling us more about what it means to play 

publicly, our relationship with technology, and cultural history.

When I began to research arcades, my intention was to document the 

arcade beyond the machines—the activities, behaviors, norms, and accounts 

of socializing in and around British arcades. I interviewed many players and 

uncovered narratives of dedicated gameplay, such as one-credit-completing 

Nemesis, finding hidden exploits in fruit machines, and particularly Brit-

ish accounts of spending the change from weekly meat-tray purchases on 

videogames, tough girls, and teenage experiments in smoking, shoplifting, 

and first romances. I turned some of these accounts into the Arcade Tales 

comic book series, each telling a different story and enabling me to better 

articulate my gradually coalescing research aims.

The choice of printed and freely distributed comics was important. 

The idea was that a comic would reach places I could not, and was far 

more likely to be read than an email from a British games scholar. While 

the Arcade Tales interviews gave colorful, resonant, and often bittersweet 

accounts, they remained recognizable and familiar. Perhaps unsurprisingly, 

when focused on the players, the history of the British arcade became lit-

tle more than a collection of accounts of British youth culture. I felt that 

accounts of play and mastery, of boundary-testing and rulebreaking, of 

pivotal moments in personal history, whether amorous, violent, or seren-

dipitous, were actually mundane. I felt the narratives could have occurred 

in the municipal park, schoolyard, or fish ’n chips shop as much as in the 

arcade. While this reinforced my view of the arcade as a cultural space, it 

did not offer an especially coherent or distinctive account.
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On an arcade videogame collectors’ forum, I read of the perceived bar-

barism of one arcade manager. This manager had smashed an old machine, 

now considered a valuable retro videogame, to pieces rather than sell it to 

a collector. The consensus on the forum was that arcade owners had some-

how ruined British arcades. They had abandoned videogames in favor of fruit 

machines or cranes, they smashed machines without emotion, and so they 

were only in it for the money. It was apparent that even arcade videogame 

fans held strong and often negative views of those who ran British arcades.

At first, I took these accounts on face value despite them feeling at 

odds with my experiences growing up in arcades. Yet, something seemed 

off. I wondered why someone would destroy a machine rather than sell it 

for profit. Could the machine not be part-exchanged or kept in operation? 

Eventually, these uncertainties coalesced into more pressing questions (espe-

cially since nobody on the forum had answers): What do arcade operators say 

about this? Who has asked them? I decided that while players’ and collectors’ 

perspectives of British arcade had legitimacy, these people were unaware of 

the pragmatics of arcade operation, and in the case of collectors, they were 

driven to extraordinary lengths by the nostalgically distorting mythic arcade. 

Despite having been an arcade local, I had to admit to having zero under-

standing of how arcades worked, beyond a vague, peripheral understanding 

of coin-collections, new machines, and machine maintenance.

After interviewing arcade players for Arcade Tales, I was introduced to 

Scott Turner, the exuberant manager of Cain’s Amusements, Herne Bay, 

Kent, an arcade that opened in 1978. Turner very patiently explained the 

day-to-day operation of the arcade and challenged the collector’s account of 

arcade operators’ barbarism. He recalled witnessing the destruction of a Gor-

gar pinball machine in the period between it having commercial value and 

collectors being interested in ir. With an old, no-longer-income-generating 

machine, with maintenance requirements and no storage space available, 

the machine was destroyed, but it was interesting that the event remained 

a memorable point of frustration and spectacle. Turner became an advocate 

for my Arcade Tales project, arranging a meeting with the arcade’s owner, 

David Cain, and suggested many people in the British industry whom I 

should contact, including Phil Silver, then head of compliance at BACTA.

Through the connections made via Turner, Cain, and Silver, members 

of the British amusement industry became involved in my project, and 

it became clear how little I knew. I learned of the links between showfolk 

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/oa-monograph/5459/bookpreview-pdf/2054831 by guest on 10 December 2022



32	 Chapter 1

and arcades, of British manufacturers, uniquely British machines, and an 

intricate scaffold of legislation and trade organization policies. I learned 

of BACTA’s role representing the arcade industry and serving as a bridge 

between the government, manufacturers, and arcade operators. I also learned 

of the British fairground trade’s weekly World’s Fair newspaper and its supple-

ment, Coin Slot, which became the voice of the British arcade through much 

of its development. I contacted David Snook, Coin Slot’s long-standing edi-

tor, to see if he knew of an accessible archive of back issues, but there was 

none. I visited Sheffield University’s National Fairground and Circus Archive, 

which holds the only complete collection of World’s Fair newspapers, only to 

discover, much to the horror of the archivists, that the Coin Slot supplement 

was missing from almost the entire collection. Evidently nobody else before 

me had been that interested in looking at Coin Slot and the week-by-week 

account of the British industry it contained. It became clear that despite the 

amusement arcade’s significant position in British popular culture, its history 

was undocumented, and furthermore, that the opportunity to document it 

was disappearing, if not perhaps already gone.

It was at this point that the challenges of constructing a history based 

upon anecdotes, memories, and personal accounts became apparent. As I 

interviewed arcade players, owners, manufacturers, and distributors, the lack 

of reliable supporting evidence became obvious. The accounts and narratives 

were colorful, detailed, fascinating, and often accompanied by snippets of 

supporting evidence, but remained problematic. The materials were diverse: 

machines, coins, accounts, photographs, promotional literature, industry 

magazines, flyers, price lists, legal guides, patents, police statements, films, 

and personal memoirs all contributed to my growing understanding of the 

British arcade. Yet, it became difficult to connect individual accounts with any 

confidence. Chronology, names, details, and interconnections were uncer-

tain and amorphous, and this became pronounced as differing accounts and 

opinions became apparent. I became very much aware that memories fail, 

accounts differ, and knowledge is lost as people die. The entangled history 

risked becoming indecipherable—a Gordian knot.

While visiting the London Entertainment, Attractions and Gaming 

International Expo (EAG), I was fortunate enough to talk with John Ster-

gides, the managing director of one of Britain’s most successful amusements 

manufacturers, Electrocoin. Stergides explained that in the late 1990s, the 

World’s Fair newspaper changed ownership, and industry members took the 
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opportunity to swiftly digitize the accessible Coin Slot print run. Unfortu-

nately, almost twenty years after this took place, Stergides did not know the 

archive’s whereabouts. He suggested that he had lent his copy to an industry 

friend, Freddy Bailey, who lives in the United States, but he didn’t know if he 

still had it. In early 2019, following years of purchasing individual issues of 

World’s Fair from auctions and chasing many leads, I located and purchased 

a copy of the archive. This archive of Coin Slot newspapers allowed me to 

connect the narratives into a chronological framework, and as I did so, the 

complex mesh of economic, cultural, and social factors became apparent. 

Arcade Britannia is the product of one interrogation of this archive, intended 

to describe the shape, form, and dynamics of the British arcade industry.

Why Study British Arcades?

The image of the amusement arcade has become a global cultural motif. It 

is used to historically root the contemporary videogame industry, and in 

addition to now becoming shorthand for “a place where people played vid-

eogames in the 1980s,” it has helped form videogame genres, cultural prac-

tices, and player identities. But the amusement arcade that most of us bring 

to mind is a specifically North American manifestation, a product of the eco-

nomic, social, and historic particularities of coin-operated play in that region 

only. The dominant North American arcade motif is something that I call 

the mythic arcade. The mythic arcade is adolescent, masculine, technology-

centric, and almost wholly focused on videogames—it is deeply entrenched 

in what Carly Kocurek calls the “technomasculine.”43 While this vision of the 

arcade shares elements with those elsewhere in the world, there are notable 

absences and differences: for example, gambling is omitted from the mythic 

arcade but is central to arcades in Britain. These similarities and differences 

are significant: they are worthy of study because by doing so, we illuminate 

parallel accounts of the development of public play and videogames and 

expose the unstable foundations of the dominant mythic arcade.

You might reasonably wonder: Why bother to study the arcade industry 

in Britain? With a modern videogames industry so acutely influenced by 

North American and Japanese innovations, what can we learn from the 

British industry that you might assume is decades-gone? I will illustrate 

through this book that Britain has an important story to tell about the 

global adoption of videogames, but that due to legislative peculiarities and 
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global economics, it became closely linked with the American gambling 

industry and the Japanese videogame industry. The relationships between 

the Japanese and British coin-operated industries became so intertwined 

that by the mid-1990s, Britain had become the preferred manufacturing 

base for Japanese games that were subsequently exported to Japan. Arcade 

games such as the coin-pusher were invented in Britain, responding to 

the opportunities and demands of the British arcade, which in turn were 

a product of British legislation and leisure history and have subsequently 

been embraced globally. Therefore, Britain became a pivotal region for the 

adoption of games outside North America and Japan.

Unique to Britain, and central to its development as a conduit of arcade 

play, development, and distribution, is a single piece of legislation that affects 

British arcade culture to this day: the 1960 Gaming Act. The act modernized 

British gambling laws; one thing it did was legalize the public availability 

of low-stakes, coin-operated gambling in arcades, making them profitable. 

Consequently, since the act came into power in 1961, and unique in the 

Western world, British citizens of all ages (including children) have legally 

gambled on coin-operated machines in Britain. It is not that British arcades 

grew to facilitate child gambling, but that the 1960 Act enabled British 

arcades to become entertainment destinations containing activities for the 

entire family, for adults as well as children; furthermore, the income from 

this machine mix of gambling, amusements, and eventually videogames 

became central to the profitability and survivability of the arcade.

While the mythic arcade feeds upon nostalgia for North American 

arcades of the past, in Britain, the amusement arcade remains culturally 

and economically visible and valuable. A 2019 Centre for Economics and 

Business Research report produced for BACTA estimated that British sea-

side arcades generate more money by themselves than radio advertising 

or rail freight.44 Despite these factors, the story of the development of the 

British arcade industry, its global resonance, and the impacts of legislative, 

historic, and social factors have not previously been told. At the same time 

that the mythic arcade has dominated discourses around arcades and video-

games, the British industry itself has remained private, closed, and largely 

absent from discussions of the development of public play. Arcade Britannia 

is an attempt to address this shortfall, to tell part of the story of the British 

arcade, and to chip away (if only infinitesimally) at the foundations of the 

mythic arcade.
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