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Pinball

continued from page 22
Stern Electronics. Stern says it
became the “fourth or so” biggest
manufacturer, and they ran it
together until Sam died in 1984.
After his father’s death, Stern
shut down the company. But he
immediately started working on
a plan for a new pinball business
and two years later sold it to a
Japanese video-game company,
Data East. The company set up a
separate pinball division, and he
became its general manager. He
says he often developed machines
with licensed titles connected to
a well-known name, because the
name widens a game’s audience
beyond pinball devotees: “We say
that the license gets the first
quarter.” He also says, “The

licensors have to want to be in
pinball. They all take some free
games. We had one license where
they took almost no cash and we
paid them in games.” In 1990 he
developed a game called Back to
the Future, based on the movie
Steven Spielberg produced.
Stern tried to send Spielberg a
free machine, only to find out
he’d already bought one.

Sales of pinball machines
peaked around 1992, when more
than 100,000 were manufac-
tured; among them was Bally’s
Addams Family game, the best-
selling machine ever. But con-
sumers were shifting to home
video and computer games, and
mall arcades were closing. One
after another the remaining

In 1990 Stern developed a game called Back to
the Future, based on the movie Steven Spielberg
produced. He tried to send Spielberg a free
machine, only to find out he’d already bought one.

manufacturers folded. By 1996
only Williams Electronics—which
had absorbed Bally and another
legendary company, Midway—
and Data East were left.

In 1999 Stern bought Data East’s
pinball division and renamed it
Stern Pinball. A few months later
Williams Electronics unveiled a
new game that melded video
games and traditional pinball,
projecting video images onto the
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playing field. The company mar-
keted it as the “future of pinball.”
But the machines were expensive
to produce, and it was soon clear
that a hybrid wasn’t going to save
pinball. Williams built only two
games—Attack From Mars and
Star Wars: Episode I—and that
fall it decided to get out of pinball
and focus on more lucrative slot
machines. “I am the last man
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standing,” says Stern.
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tern Pinball produces only

two or three new games a
year, all licensed titles—the Lord
of the Rings, the Simpsons’
Pinball Party, Elvis. NASCAR
came out in July. Places such as
bars and restaurants buy 45 per-
cent of the company’s machines,
and sales to nostalgic baby
boomers who want pinball games
in their homes account for anoth-
er 20 percent. The remaining
sales are overseas, mostly in west-
ern Europe, Russia, and China.

Nevertheless, Stern says,
“Pinball is America. Take a look
at our workforce—our factory is
America.” His employees, most of
them Mexican-American, put
together the 3,500 parts of each
machine by hand. “There’s about
three and a half man-days of
labor in a pinball machine, give
or take,” Stern says. “That’s more
man-hours than in a Ford Taurus
that’s built around here, from
what I've read.” Across the country
robots have taken over this kind
of work, but he insists they won’t
replace people in his factory. He
says pinball machines are so
complex they require the atten-
tion of engineers the entire time
they’re on the assembly line.

He also insists he isn’t afraid of
competition from China or any-
place else, and he isn’t afraid
he’ll be forced to move his com-
pany to China someday, though
he admits some of his parts are
already made overseas. “We'd all
have to move there,” he says. “I
don’t think there’s any blues bars
I want to go to in China.”

Still, Stern might be aware that
he sounds a little like he’s
whistling in the dark. “They
teach you in business school that
you're supposed to be in love
with business, not in love with
your business,” he says. “But
were in love with our business.”

A tour of Stern Pinball will

be offered to attendees of the

21st annual Pinball Expo,

held November 17-20 at the
Wyndham O’Hare in Rosemont.
Admission is $110 to $135;

more info at 1-800-323-3547

or pinballexpo.net.
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