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Sierra On-Line

is getting back

M After some tough going,
Oakhurst company is
“back on the growth
pattern.”

By Will McClatchy

The Fresno Bee

he tumult in Oakhurst
I for Sierra On-Line is
over, says Jerry Bower-

man.
A tight focus on game soft-
ware and improved financial
performance should allow the
firm to recruit new graphic art-
Ists Hnd ('\'lmllll"‘r programmers
over the next yes id the 27-
rear-old general manager at Si-
Oakhurst operations.
The originator of computer
games E
dominant maker during the
1980s, Sierra has suffered five
years of spotty financial per-
formance, management turn-

% and relocations.
Competitors are stronger than
ever, and some believe the com-
pany may never recapture its
dominant industry position.
Bowerman, however, foresees
better times ahead

on the grow
said Bowerman. “It's
been a tough process.”
“At one point [in 1992] we

erra

had 450 people here " he said.
“There are now about 110 em-
ployees in research and develop-
ment and 80 or 90 in produc-
tion.”

A round of layoffs in 1992 af-
fecting 30 to 40 employees was
followed later that year by the
relocation of corporate head-
quarters to Seattle, which af-
fected 130
corporate staff. Only about 15
percent of those accepted relo-
cation, said Bowerman

“There was an unsettling
fear that the whole division was
going to be shut down
but that never was the inten-
tion and now morale is picking
up, he said. The firm expects to
hire ab: ) new game design-
ers this year

Although Sierra pos
ond-quarter lo:
earlier this month
performance has bee
ing. Its I rank from $6.3
million cal year ended
to $1.8 million
in March of 1994. Most impor-
ftware publish-
s profitable and
ues grew at 28 pert
during that period
Last week Sierra

Please see Game vare, Page E4

John Walker — The Fresno Bee
Line, confers with software test engineer Robin Bradley

Game stuff.
This is one
character
that's part of
Sierra's game
line-up, Space
Quest, a
humorous

space
adventure. For
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Special to The Bes
Adventure ahead. These airspace vehicles are part of Sierra's Space Quest adventure game series
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strengthened its position with
the $40 million sale to AT&T of
ImagiNation Network, a much-
heralded interactive multiplayer
network. Despite its strengths it
was a severe cash drain, and the
move is expected to put Sierra
firmly into profitability. David
Farina, a securities analysts at
William Blair & Co. in Chicago,
noted that accounting rules have
allowed Sierra to charge some of
the network’s losses directly to
earnings. Now with the network
gone Sierra will be able to focus
on its strength, creating leading
edge games, he said.

“Sierra has a great lineup of
products,” he said. “The problem
is whether they will ship [them]
on time.”

Some recent products have
shipped late and with malfunc-
tions, according to sources inside
and outside the company.

For the Christmas season,
hopes are high for King’s Quest
VII, the latest episode of a prov-
en adventure game series, due
out at Thanksgiving.

Mark Seibert,producer of the
game, said, “We're making this a
lot more oriented to first-time
users. My daughter is 3 and
when I go home she says, ‘Dad-
dy, can we play King's Quest?’ ”

Also coming out in February is
Phantasmagoria, a horror game
with real-life video characters
and state-of-the-art animation
backgrounds.

Costly turnover

“All the effects are movie-style
effects,” said Mark Hood, Phan-
tasmagoria’s producer. Profes-
sional actors, Hollywood masks
and live stunts were used to
stage the video portion at Sier-
ra’s recording studios in Oak-
hurst.

But one Sierra insider said
that employee turnover cost
dearly for a company that was
the clear leader in game software
during the 1980s.

“Overall I don’t think there
was the buzz that there was a
few years ago,” said a former
research and development team

leader who spoke anonymously.
“l don’t think they are on the
cutting edge.”

The relocation of 130 corpo-
rate staff, which amounted to a
layoff notice for those who didn’t
want to relocate, didn’t help
matters, the source said.

“If you don’t know who your
boss will be in two weeks or you
don’t know if you will be fired, it
makes for an unstable atmo-
sphere that is not people friend-
ly,” said the source. “I really
think they made an effort to be
good to their people, but from a
purely structural point of view,
there was so much turnover that
you couldn’t have any continuity
in any department.”

Casualty list

The list of casualties in recent
years includes executive vice
president Richard Gelhaus, who
came from Safeway Manufactur-
ing, and more recently division
president Jim Thomas, an execu-
tive with entertainment software
experience who left this July af-
ter less than one year because of
continued restructuring.

Like some of the short-lived
executives preceding him, Bow-
erman has no experience in soft-
ware development, sales or mar-
keting or in entertainment
products. The former investment
banker said he has already influ-
enced significant decisions on
creative strategy, including the
cancellation of a major game just
prior to shipment.

Unlike some of the high-pow-
ered executives preceding him
who were charged with numer-
ous functions, Bowerman is re-
sponsible only for research and
development and maintaining a
stable work environment in
which creative game designers
can explore their dreams. He
served briefly as assistant to Si-
erra Chairman and founder Ken
Williams before being posted to
Oakhurst.

Wearing sneakers and jeans to
work, Bowerman fits in well in
the casual atmosphere of Sierra’s
game design laboratories.
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