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For those who don’t already know, go-karting is a bonified sport. It is sanctioned by the Federation Internationale De L’Automobile (FIA), competitions are held world-wide, and it is the world’s largest participant form of motorsport.  Karting is often called “the best kept secret in motorsports,”  but MicroProse hopes that its latest simulation, Virtual Karts, won’t emulate that aspect of the sport.





When you pop VK into your CD drive, you’re treated to a slick video montage accompanied by Sammy Hagar’s speeding anthem “I Can’t Drive 55.”  I thought this was an ironic music choice for a go-kart simulation.  My experience with go-karts was garnered at Happy Fun Land, where my dad would drop me into the seat of a glorified lawn mower, and indeed, I couldn’t go 55.  In fact, I couldn’t go 15.  But this isn’t your dad’s go-kart.  VK models its vehicles on real-life, hi-tech toys, which can reach speeds of over 120 MPH.





VK’s setup interface is well designed, using balloon help, which lessens the need to reference the well-written manual.  Choices are made by clicking on photo-realistic graphics whose functions are easily discernible.  You can change the track, car attributes, driver attributes and weather simply by clicking on the corresponding picture.  Each change is registered on screen in true WYSIWYG fashion so there is no guesswork needed.  When you’re ready go, simply click on the RACE icon, and you’re in the driver’s seat.





Each of VK’s twelve tracks is visually stunning.  Tracks range from street venues to grand-prix-style raceways.  Both types are depicted with exacting detail.  You can make out individual bricks in the storefronts of New York, and if you look hard enough, you can probably find a needle or two in the hay bails that line the road.  Your opponents and their carts are also well rendered, wearing the team colors, logos, and numbers of your choice.  The only graphical drawback is a small SVGA viewing window, which detracts from the feeling of motion and speed.  The window can be enlarged by shifting to VGA mode, but the loss in graphic detail isn’t worth the trade.  The roads are all superbly texture-mapped to emulate the various surfaces.  However, other than Sammy, sound is only adequate.  Engines rev, tires squeal, and your opponents shout “Move out of my way” or “Eat my dust” as they pass, but there isn’t much to excite your ears.  





Control of a standard kart is fairly simple:  gas, brake, turn left, turn right.  With the advanced 125 Shifter engine, you can also manually or automatically shift between gears one through six.  The controls are very responsive, and I found that I could maneuver my kart easily with either stick or mouse.  VK also supports flight yokes, wheels and pedals as any good racing sim should.





But is VK a simulation or simply a game?  The VK physics model is very realistic.  Using the proper turning lines will indeed give you a better time.  Drivers can also take advantage of drafting (following a kart closely to lower wind resistance) to pass opponents and shave a few tenths as well.  You can modify your go-kart before each race to match the conditions of the track.  You can choose hard or soft tires to match the weather and pavement, and tires actually lose grip as the race continues.  You can choose different chassis and engines.  You can even determine the number of gear teeth on your kart, which allows you to trade off initial acceleration for a higher top speed.  The evidence would lead you to believe that VK is a simulation.  However, there are some key ingredients missing from this simulation a la kart.  For example, no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t get my kart to tip or roll over.  Also, crashing into the beautifully rendered barriers, hay bails and sidewalks only results in your kart slowing down and eventually stopping.  Crashing into other players only causes a spin out, but you and your kart never take any damage.  





If VK has a downside, it’s the lack of a down-side, or third dimension.  On all twelve tracks, there isn’t one hill, one dip or one bump.  (Actually, one course, Elkhart Grand Prix, has what seems to be a bump, but it doesn’t affect your driving in any way.)  Adding a little depth to the terrain would make the courses more interesting.  I suggest adding a thirteenth course, which has hills, tunnels, maybe even ramps or obstacles.  I know that this wouldn’t constitute an FIA sanctioned track, but it would add some variety to the game,  aid in practicing control, and help maintain my future interest.  The manual even suggests that karting on ice is becoming popular, but the game itself doesn’t have an ice option. 





Another feature that would improve VK’s lasting value is an instant replay feature.  Although VK does have a chase view and a director’s view, it doesn’t have the multiple camera angles we have come to expect in any game with the word Virtual in its title.  Maybe MicroProse is making a point:  if you remove the crashes from racing, TV will no longer cover it.  Just a theory, but regardless, VK would benefit from more camera angles and a reel of video tape.





Despite these drawbacks, VK does include what I consider the most important feature in any sports simulation, the ability to play over a network.  Networkability adds to the product’s lasting value and allows a game to truly simulate the competitive nature of a sport.  In VK, up to eight people can play in up to eight different games at once.  One networking feature that VK lacks, though,  is “spawning,”  where multiple network users can share a single CD.  Instead each network player must have a copy of the CD in their own drive.  This makes multiplayer-games an expensive proposition, although very rewarding.  Connecting via network is easy, and the playability remains excellent.





The combination of networking, graphics, and playability make Virtual Karts a winner at the finish line.  So before you pick up that Formula One simulation you’ve had your eye on for weeks, you might want to give Virtual Karts a try.  As the manual says, all of the current competitors in Formula One racing, except one, got their start in a kart.
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