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Synopsis

Prior to the mainstream popularity of the internet, most computer communication occurred using Bulletin Board Systems (BBSs.) Generally, BBSs were systems run on home computers like the Apple II and the IBM PC.  Users connected to BBSs using their modems one at a time.  They engaged in lively discussions on message boards, played games and traded files.  The modems used were too slow to trade music or movies as we do today, but they were fast enough to exchange text files.

Long before the World Wide Web, information traveled far and wide in the form of text files downloaded from BBSs. Composed entirely of the written word, the impact of these files spanned the globe and comprised a genuine American subliterature, complete with its own organizations, cliques, stars, and superstars. For a period of almost two decades, text files formed a proto-Web addressing every imaginable topic; discussions of UFOlogy and civil liberties coexisted with frank explorations of human sexuality and criminal hacking enterprises. 

Despite their continuing availability, text files are something of a forgotten chapter in the history of cultural computing. This book, written by insiders who not only wrote many of the files but befriend most of the scene’s major players, is intended not only as an off-beat and humorous history but also as a remedy to this desperate situation. We desire to return text files to their once lofty place amongst the geeks of the world; to that end, our book will be as much about the tone of the period as well as the history. We shall employ a rare wit and candor and a brazen willingness to call it like it was. Wheat shall be separated from chaff. 

Motivation

As the former editors of computing’s most prolific text file group, we know a thing or two about the topic, and one of the things we best know is that the heyday of the text file is officially over. The medium is dead and has been forever replaced by the World Wide Web. Like any creation of the new, the WWW has completely displaced its predecessors, and this displacement has unfortunately rendered invisible all that came before. 

We hope that this book will provide a fitting memorial for the world that was and remind people—even those that were only casually involved —of the world that was.

Audience and Market 

At present, there seems to be a general rise in BBS related nostalgia. Beyond the many convention based retrospectives, the last year has seen the release of several books and a 6 part independent produced documentary all dealing with the topic. While these products give a general overview of the BBS years, their very generality necessitates a lack of depth on any individual aspect. As such, they only briefly touch on text files and ignore an untapped market of silent fanatics. Consider this: according to Alexa, textfiles.com, the premiere web depository of the files, receives between 28 and 35 million individual hits. Per day. Furthermore, it can not be overemphasized that literally every person using a modem between 1980 and 1995 at some point came into contact with these files, and that for many, they were the sole reason to use a BBS. 

The sheer volume of available files often proves prohibitive for even the most devoted reader. Our book will tap into the strong nostalgic desire on the part of many BBS users to revisit their past, without requiring weeks of effort.

A secondary audience will be individuals with an interest in zine and other underground scenes; much of the content of the files overlapped with social and political issues being addressed through contemporary forms of expression. In many ways, the files reflected developments in the surrounding culture and did so with a good humor to be enjoyed by all.

Outline

Chapter 1: In the Beginning There Was the Nerd 

This chapter will provide a basic introduction to understanding both text files and the social milieu in which they were created. No previous experience with either files, antiquated computer hardware, or the BBS scene is assumed. The chapter moves from generalities – what, when and why – to a more specific probing of themes that will be explored more in depth in the later chapters. 

Chapter 2: Hacking, Cracking, Phreaking, Anarchy, Unicorns and Flowers


      1980 - 1985

A further exploration of the history of the text file, giving a more detailed account of its long history, focusing in particular on the early days of hardware hacking which evolved into what was known on the computer underground—a loosely collected group of peoples dedicated to the illegal pursuits of software and system cracking and phone phreaking. The files from this period often focused around so-called “Boxes,” after the famous Blue Box, which were devices used to defraud AT&T. Other files give detailed descriptions of how to hack every manner of computer system. There will also be an exploration of the central contradiction of this period: the overtly political and anticapitalistic impulse used explicitly to acquire more goods and services.

Chapter 3: An Apple a Day Keeps the Feds Away 


      1984 - 1988

This chapter details the beginning of classic text files with the advent of “groups,” essentially collective banners under which individuals would release their files. These groups had their own hierarchies of editors and writers and typically released files centering around one or two conceptual themes. The two earliest groups were Anarchy Inc. and The Neon Knights, both founded for the release hacking/phreaking files and both of which soon veered far away from their meek origins and into the kind of irreverent and bold humor that would forever characterize the text file scene. Sample file names: “How to Properly Crank Call Some Fool,” “An Easy Way to Get Sick,” and “How To Be A Real Drug User.” 


This chapter will also discuss the group Phrack. Though founded roughly at the same time as Anarchy Inc. and The Neon Knights, Phrack managed to stay true to its hacking and phreaking origins. (Indeed, it still publishes on the topic to this day.) An implicit contrast will be drawn between Phrack and the other groups, drawing out how very few of Phrack’s files are today readable. The group’s ability to stay true to its original purpose will be implicated as the primary reason why. 

Chapter 4: London Calls and the Cow Comes Home 


      1986 – 1992


This chapter will document the history and files of the Cult of the Dead Cow (cDc.) cDc are indisputably considered the most influential and important group in the history of text files. Started as an Anarchy Inc. imitator, it soon developed its own rhythm and began publishing articles of serious merit on a variety of topics like music, politics, social structure, and personal memoirs. Many prominent bands, Sebadoh and Jesus Lizard amongst them, granted interviews and cDc even published work by established science fiction and horror authors like Poppy Z. Brite. 

This chapter will present an analysis of the themes of the cDc, along with a critique of these themes and explore how the Trademarked Irony which the group sought to introduce into every situation hobbled as well as empowered the work. Sample file names: “Retrospective Rock: Ramones, The Runaways, and The Who,” “That Which Strikes Terror into the Hearts of Men,” “It Hurts and Won’t Make You Better,” and “Gerbil Feed Bomb.” 

Chapter 5:  BLaH and PuD


       1992 – 1994 


Big Long and Hairy (BLaH) and Pizza Underground Digest (PuD) were only two of the literally countless cDc imitators. Being the best of the crop, they will be the subject of this chapter, recounting the groups’ respective histories, as well as analyses of their files. The advent of BLaH and PuD coincides with a significant shift in the text file away from any purpose other than an overarching attempt at humor and entertainment. The files demonstrate this, displaying the attitude of Anarchy Inc. as refined through the prism of cDc and taken even further by the newer writers into a nearly formal absurdism. Sample file names: “Cthulhu Crusade 1992,” “Satan N’ Stuff,” “A Social Violence Manifesto,” and “101 Ways to Kill or Maim a Senior Citizen.” 

Chapter 6: Rhode Island, My Love 


      1993 – 1996 


This chapter will contain Jarett’s personal reminiscence of his involvement in the Rhode Island text file scene. Unlike every other area code in America, the Rhode Island BBS scene (known by its area-code, 401) did not trade in much pirated software, instead dealing almost exclusively in text files. Many groups (in which Jarett was involved) were founded and there was a very prolifigate period of authorship. This chapter will give a personalized twist to the influence of groups like cDc and BLaH, all of which were slavishly imitated by the denizens of 401. The real importance of these groups and how they could profoundly affect a person’s world view will be discussed, as well as many of the text files that came from the area code itself. 

Chapter 7: Mogel in Philadelphia 


      1994 – 1997 

Mogel recounts the creation of a Philadelphia text file community in the mid-90s that formed several BBS systems, 'zines, and its totally unwitting explosion into a nexus point and distribution center for many other text file groups around the country. What could easily be considered an early case model for spontaneous teenage digital writing outpourings, Mogel's BBS System, "That Stupid Place", eventually became an amalgam of all the other BBS scenes (pirate software, hacker forums, and so on) that made up the final days before the internet.  There will be discussion on the phenomena of getting nearly instantaneous feedback from a pool of friends and semi-anonymous users and how lots of free long distance calling can make one exceptionally popular.

Chapter 8: Birth of a Nation


      1996 – 2000 


With the advent of widely available Internet access, the raison d’etre of the BBS systems evaporated. Even so, there were several attempts to move the text file to the Internet. This chapter will discuss how some groups coped (or failed to cope) with the move—Phrack and cDc make their reappearance in the new digital age, along with entirely new groups like DTO, while other long running groups disappear entirely. This period also marks an influx of new blood—internet users who had never been associated with the formal BBS or text file scene—and oversees a shift of emphasis away from the absurdist humor of the groups and into more serious literary attempts. The files of this period often showcase experimental works in a post-modern vein. Sample file names: “We Are the Sons of No One,” “No Outlet,” and “Shine Six/Eight & The Last Musty Smells.” 

Chapter 9: Where Old Soldiers Fade Away 


      2001 – Present 


This chapter will serve as an epilogue to the history of text files and discuss their current web presence on sites like textfiles.com, where they sit, unsorted and buried under a hard to navigate HTML design. There will be an examination of how the constantly evolving display of content on the web—with its greater and greater emphasis on graphics—seems to make text files harder and harder to read with each significant leap in technology and design. The text file may finally die not because of the Internet itself, but because users’ eyes have become simply untrained to read 10 point black text on a white background. A sad coda to a great time. 

Appendix A: The Greatest Hits of the Text Files Scene 


We intend to include, as an appendix, perhaps thirty to forty of the best text files. These will follow the same vaguely chronological history as the book’s main narrative and have some reflective content of the various discussed periods. Thankfully these texts were released into the public domain shortly after their creation—and even if they weren’t, we’re friends with pretty much all the people who wrote them, or own the copyrights ourselves. 

Book Length 

275 to 300 pages. 

Schedule

We anticipate that each chapter will take between 2 to 4 weeks to write. Thus, a complete first draft can be delivered no later than 40 weeks after the project starts and as soon as 20. 

