
TITLE GENRE SUITABLE FOR UNSUITABLE FOR THE BIG WHOOP
Not being a fan of role-playing games — being physically unable to sit still and wait my turn or
carry on “conversations” with characters — I drudged my way to the 360. Three hours later, 
though still unable to stomach RPGs, this inched me closer to an appreciation. Since RPGs are 
more like interactive fiction than games, the story needs to work, and this one has that intriguing 
feel of smart speculative fiction: mankind is learning to live with the ramifications of space travel 
and colonization. A classic sci-fi set-up, with lots of politics. Throw in a little run-and-shoot, heady 
visuals — just enough to make me forget this has the longest elevator rides in gaming history.

Mass
Effect
(Micro

soft, $59.99) 
FOR: Xbox 360. 

Sci-Fi 
Role-
Playing 
‘Star Wars’- 
Influenced 
Epic.

Older gamers; 
12-steppers 
coming down 
off a World of 
Warcraft buzz; 
Science fiction 
junkies. 

Fans of breathless 
action

games;
anyone
with a

life.

You and up to three friends hold wireless controllers with big colorful buttons. Movie clips (in 
HD, no less) fly past. You guess the film. Simple, as close to a living-room game show as you can 
get. With 1,800 questions (and more to download from Xbox Live), it gets around the inevitable
stink of repetition that dooms trivia by tracking which questions have been asked, and not 
repeating. Especially like Child’s Play mode — you guess the title of a film based on a child’s 
drawing. Oh, and batteries are included.

 Scene It?  
 Lights,  
 Camera, 
Action 
(Microsoft) 
FOR: Xbox 360. 

Party 
Game. 

Families; casual 
movie buffs; fans
of the original 
DVD version; 
Xbox 360 owners
harboring Wii
envy. 

Shut-ins; the
friendless; 
obsessive movie
buffs.

An epic (and spectacularly bloody) send-off for the beloved, outmoded PS2, with 
sprawling, ingenious levels that force careful consideration without frustrating.
Then, it’s off to more head-lobbing! As the fallen god Kratos, it’s tasty self-
righteousness to the extreme. Over-the-top, prurient, and impossible not to giggle at.

 God of War  
 II (Sony,  
 $39.99). 
FOR:
PlayStation2. 

Limb-
Ripping, 
Head-
Lobbing 
Greek 
Mythologi-
cal Action. 

Fans of well-paced 
action and giant 
boss battles; 
gamers who can’t 
yet afford a 
next-next genera-
tion console. 

The squeamish; 
anyone under 15; 
Greek scholars. 

It’s not profound, or even challenging, but 
(egads!) is it silly and oddly hypnotic — a six 
film, entire retelling of ‘Star Wars’ as performed by
Legos. This new version (joining old and new trilogies, 

previously sold separately) contains little fresh material, but 
the candy-colored HD sets seal it. (Note to parents: Rather 

than bleed, characters break apart into pieces.)

 Lego Star  
 Wars: The  
 Complete 
Saga (LucasArts, 
$49.99). FOR:
PS3, PS2, Xbox 
360, Nintendo DS). 

Charming 
Old-School 
Gaming. 

Kids; worried 
parents; ‘Star Wars’ 
aficionados; those 
in the market for an 
easily relatable,
quick-to-master
casual game. 

Owners of 
previous incarna-
tions of the Lego 
Star Wars 
franchise. 

Goal-wise, it’s not much of a stretch — Mario sets out to rescue Princess Peach 
(and this time, break up with her, hopefully). Visually, it’s expected — bright, 
cheerful, dazzling. What’s new, however, is not to be taken lightly — Mario in deep 
space, without worry for gravity, up or down. The planets are more like contrap-
tions to solve, the game play accessible, with a clever touch of nostalgia. (The 

soundtrack is a Mario best-of package, as sweetly irritating  as a 21st-Century 
music box.)

Super  
 Mario  
 Galaxy 
(Nintendo, 
$49.99) 
FOR: Wii. 

The Mother 
of all 
Platform 
Superstars. 

Puzzle solvers; new 
Wii owners; 
inexperienced
console owners; 
experienced console 
owners raised on the
Mario franchise.

Those
uncomfortable 
with the 
concept of 
cute; anyone 
burned out on all
things Mario. 

Even if you discount his opening — a harrowing escape from a doomed plane, as
evocative as any put to film — star game developer/producer Ken Levine’s dystopian 

mystery set in a crumbling underwater experimental colony is unquestionably a probing and 
evolutionary leap. Toward what — finer storytelling, shades of gray — 
is the question you’re left to wonder about. Any game that gives 
you a choice between your own survival or shooting a rabid 
child is poking at the edge of what’s possible and permissible.

BioShock  
(2K Games, 

 $59.99). 
FOR: Xbox 
360, PC. 

Ayn Rand- 
influenced 
Choose-

Your-Own- 
Adventure 
Thingee. 

Intellectual 
gamers; anyone 
curious about 
how novelistic 
games may get. 

Children; those
with a weak 
constitution for 
moral quandaries. 

A blast whose time has come. Think iTunes for gamers. 
Think 30 years of memorable console games and arcade 
machines, available at a download. Xbox Live led the way, 
but with the addition of the PS3 and the Wii, a gaming canon 
is developing. Punch-Out for Wii, Wipeout for PS3, Paperboy
for the 360 — and dozens more. Makes a gift card for these 
systems a decent buy.

A La 
 Carte  
 Gaming
(roughly $5 to 
$12). FOR: All
major gaming 
consoles 

 Old-     
 School. 

Casual gamers; 
the 
sentimental

   Players needing 
state-of-the-art 
graphics. 

If Guitar Hero is the new karaoke — no drunken office party is complete without it — Rock
Band is your own reality series, minus the cameras. But you do get drums, a guitar, a 
microphone; the game (also included) provides 58 well-chosen songs to play along with, 
from Metallica and the New Pornographers, to the Who (“Won’t Get Fooled Again,” killer) 
and the Pixies. When your fellow players are clicking, the experience is so immersive you 
seriously wonder if you could form a real band. But is it a game or theater? (More 
importantly, can you find one?)

Rock Band  
(MTV  

 Games, 
$169.99). FOR:
Xbox 360, PS3, 
PS2. 

Simon 
Says. 

Guitar
Hero 

obsessives;
someone 

who doesn’t 
understand 

video games. 

The easily 
frustrated; the 
budget-conscious; 
the rhythm 
deficient. 

What sounds too good to be true — five A-list games on one disc, no filler — is indeed, 
as promised, a generous helping of classics (the Half-Life series, worth the price 
alone, with a bonus episode) and fresh twists on old ideas. (Who knew you could get 
more than your money’s worth?) Portal, the coolest addition, has a relatively obvious 
premise (players shoot holes in walls) and the ingenuity of a Rube Goldberg 
puzzle. Add Team Fortress 2 (a fun, addicting poor-man’s multi-player
Halo), and you can’t go wrong. (An actual orange box not included.)

The Orange  
 Box (Valve,  
 $59.99) 
FOR: Xbox 360, 
PS3, PC. 

Thinking-
Man’s
Shooter. 

The budget 
conscious; 
players who 
only spring 
for one 
game a 
year.

      Immersion  
      junkies. 

At last you can see what the PS3 is capable of.
Arguably the best-looking game in existence — a near 
Pixar experience that’s controllable, with characters just as 
nuanced. The franchise hasn’t changed much: You still fly planet to 
planet, fight assorted villains. But the weapons remain goofy and inspired (a 
ray that turns enemies into penguins, for instance), the game-play clever 
without being frustrating, and the worlds vibrant and teeming. Even nicer: it 
meets you halfway, scaling its challenge to you. Generous, entertaining, perfect.

Ratchet  
 and Clank  
 Future: Tools 
of Destruction 
(Insomniac, 
$59.99) 
FOR: PS3. 

Colorful 
Platform 
Problem- 
Solving 
Action. 

Families; those 
willing to allow 
their free time to 
be sucked away;
anyone looking 
for a decent game 
for their dormant 
PS3.

Bores; gamers 
who take their
gaming too 
seriously.
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Holiday spirits: Christmas ales are hot

By CHRISTOPHER 
BORRELLI

BLADE STAFF WRITER 

Advice to the parent or sig-
nifi cant other searching 
this holiday season for a 

copy of Rock Band or some other 
impossible-to-locate video game 
— you will fail. And chances are, 
you will fail spectacularly, but 
please, as you walk to the holi-
day gallows, understand that, as 
in all things, this too shall pass. 
The hot thing always does.

Now the bad news:
Innovation counts.
That’s the lesson of 2007.
Unlike the cutting edge of vi-

sual art or fi lm or dance, being 
a technology-driven art form, 
what is fresh and head-turning 
about video games often corre-
lates with what’s hot. Bold ideas 
tend to be better rewarded than 
bold marketing. For instance, 
about this time a year ago, last 
holiday season, if you play video 
games, sell video games, stand in 
line to buy hot video games for 
ungrateful children, watch your 
husband play video games like 
it’s his second job, or just fi nd
yourself thinking about where 
video games are taking us, the 
die seemed cast, the players set.

Sony’s PlayStation3 was worth 

a fi rst born; the Nintendo Wii 
was hot but better for your mom 
than a serious gamer; and if the 
Xbox 360 was so cool, why could 
you easily fi nd one in any store?

Well, not quite.
Turns out, unlike the other 

arts, the frame matters here 
— the PS3 became (at least for 
myself and many others) a $600 
DVD player; the 360 reminded 
us that variety and a thought-
ful interface is appreciated, and 
the Wii offered nothing less than 
a blueprint for the low-time-
investment, high-fun future of 
video games. That was gaming 
in 2007. And it will be for years.

Indeed, Christmas 2006 
proved such a turning point for 
video games and how we think 
of them, we can’t consider the 
best of 2007 — or the year in 
gaming at all — without this 
glance back. Without the Wii to 
drag women into gaming and 
introduce us to that ubiquitous 
2007 phrase “casual gaming,” 
without Nintendo to remind us 
a game needn’t be a lifestyle, the 
Walter-Mitty-meets-karaoke of 
Guitar Hero might not have be-
come a phenomenon. The Xbox 
360’s Halo 3, unquestionably

By JENNIFER DAY
SPECIAL TO THE BLADE

Mark Obee pulls open a 
small door in his Maumee 
basement to a crawl space 

where he’s stashed two six-gallon 
carboys of beer. He brewed it 

himself and he’s named it 
“Santa.” It’s a mild, drink-

able beer that doesn’t fi t
at all into the Christmas 

beer category, but 

in the Obee house, everything gets a 
candy-cane twist.

“Betsy’s up to 40 animated fi gures,” 
he says, referring to his wife’s collec-
tion of Christmas characters scattered 
throughout the house. 

Back across the room at his bar 
— outfi tted with three taps and decked 
out with greenery, Santa hats and Coca-
Cola Santa Claus coasters — Mr. Obee 
sips a glass of brown, nutty beer. It has a 
hint of sweetness and spice that lingers 

just long enough to make you pause: 
What is that?

It’s Rudolph Doo, a more traditional 
Christmas ale that Mr. Obee has brewed 
for two years running. He laces it with 
just a touch of honey, cinnamon, nut-
meg and clove.

“I add just a little bit of spice,” he said. 
“I want people to try to fi gure out what’s 
in it.”

Mark Obee with 
a glass of his 

homemade beer.
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Care and feeding
of fresh trees

Time to trim the tree. If you 
get yours from a box, then you 
already may be trimmed and 
tinseled. But if you like the fresh 
smell of pine mingling with the 
scent of those freshly baked 
Christmas cookies, it is time to 
make the trip to the Christmas 
tree farm and cut one yourself.

Many tree farms wrap up 
more than a Christmas tree. 
They make it a family experi-
ence. At the Whitehouse Tree 
Farm in Whitehouse, owned by 
Duke and Martha Wheeler, 5,000 
to 10,000 trees are planted every 
year. “Most conifers grow about 
a foot a year. So, the trees we are 
selling this year were planted 
about 10 years ago,” he says. 

Which tree?
At the Wheelers’ farm, trees 

range from $6 per foot for a 
White or Scotch pine, to $12 for 
the popular Concolor fi r. Con-
color, Douglas, Fraser, Balsam, 
Canaan, and Nordmann are fi rs. 
These are some of America’s 
favorite Christmas species.  
Concolors have thick, succulent 
needles with a citrus fragrance 
and bluish tint. All fi r trees are 
known to have strong branches 
with short needles. They will 
hold their needles for a long 
time when cut and put indoors.

White, Scotch, and Austrian 
trees are pines. Some people 
may hold out for the good old 
soft Scotch Pine, but Mr. Wheel-
er says they are troublesome to 
grow. The pines have longer, soft 
needles and stems. Some can 
look yellowish-green, while oth-
ers look blue-green. These are 
easier to decorate, but may not 
hold heavy ornaments.

Blue, White, Norway, Black 
Hills, and Serbian are spruce. 
You might have a few of these 
in your landscape already. One 
Christmas past, we topped a 
Blue Spruce and used it for the 
family tree. Pruning for the sake 
of Christmas cheer was great, 
but I had to wear a heavy sweat-
er to decorate that brutal tree. 
Its branches were widely spaced 
and looked sparse compared to 
the trees that have been profes-
sionally shaped over time. The 
spruce might be able to hold a 
heavy fruitcake on its branches, 
but it can’t hold onto its needles. 
Ours dropped its needles the 
day we brought it into the house 
last year. By Christmas, it had 
shed itself down to Charlie 
Brown status and we dragged it 
out of the house even before I 
had the wrapping paper picked 
up.

Shake-tug-break
If you have to buy a pre-cut 

tree, don’t forget to do my fa-
mous shake, tug, break test. 
Shake the tree. If needles drop, 
it’s too dry; pick another tree. 
Tug the needles gently. If more 
than a couple pull off in your 
hand, it’s getting too dry. Then 
try breaking a needle. They 
shouldn’t snap in your grip. A 
well-watered tree should have 
fl exible, fragrant needles.

Give it water
When you get the tree home, 

give the trunk a fresh cut. Sub-
merge the cut end in water as 
soon as you can. Keep your eye 
on the tree reservoir because it 
will take up water fast for the 
fi rst 48 hours. Keep your fresh 
tree away from heat sources.

Tree truth
Drilling holes at the base of 

your tree won’t help it take up 
water once it has stopped. Its 
trunk has millions of tiny straw-
like cavities that take up water, 
and drilling a hole doesn’t open 
clogged ones up again.  Leave 
the trunk intact. The outside 
layers are the ones that take 
up water most effi ciently.  And 
warmer water doesn’t go up any 
faster than cold.

 Cutting your tree trunk on 
an angle can make it tougher to 
stand upright and won’t help it 
take up water. Give it a straight 
cut along the bottom so it can 
sit fl at on the bottom of your 
tree stand submerged in water 
until after the holidays.

Contact Kelly Heidbreder at: 
kheidbreder@theblade.com.

See ALE, Page 2

See GAMES, Page 2

Next Wednesday:
Christopher Borrelli 
looks at the top DVD 
releases of 2007.
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