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FRIGHT CONTROL UNIT

























































































FRIGHT CONTROL UNIT


I am always looking for new ways to make money and ways to save money.  Occasionally, an idea can do both.  Some haunted house effects require a person to manage them, a special effect that only works when operated by a human.  I have tried IR sensors, motion sensors and floor switches, but the human touch gets the best results.


	Customers can become bored waiting in a long, slow moving line.  It helps to have the exit of the attraction pass by those waiting in line, as their reaction to the attraction becomes entertainment for those in line. This entertainment makes no money.


	For 1996, I installed the first customer operated effect.  Customers about to enter the Castle got to scare customers just entering the Grand Entry waiting area.  A customer entering the front door of an attraction would think that he would be safe from  a sudden shock.  Not so.  A ghost of sheet and fluff would rapidly descend from the ceiling and into the faces of customers just entering.  This effect was operated five times one evening and removed.  A camera was locked down on both locations; the effect area and the operations area.  Both sets of customers had a blast.  This effect will be permanently installed for 1997.


	Back to inside the attraction.  An actor/technician is paid X$ per hour to sit and wait to do his job.  Push lever, a puppet, a door, etc.  Most of the time the actor is never seen by customers.  The central corridor design makes the best use of a small amount of talent on slow nights.  But what about the busy nights, when the line is out the door?  All positions are filled and all positions are costing X$ per hour.
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	A large lobby and some arcade machines is not an original idea.  But what about combining an original arcade that you own with operating special remote effects within the attraction?  Sound crazy?





	The “Surprise Ghost” is diagrammed to the right.  “A” is the distraction, to catch additional attention from the viewer.  “B” is a richly decorated room that our ghost lives in.  “C” is the path the customer takes and the angle of view through the wall opening.  The star is the initial focal point of the customer, the area where the ghost is reflected and viewed by the customer.  As the customer moves closer to the opening, the distraction begins.  This pulls the customers view through the ghost illusion and into the room.  The ghost then begins to move across the field of view of the customer and quickly into the full view of the customer as it smartly fills the opening in the wall right before their eye.  Much to their surprise, ghost.


	The Plexiglas is a full 4x8’ sheet covering the opening, floor to ceiling and wall to wall, with no seams.  It is also possible to set a smaller piece of Plexi in an arch window frame.  The ghost is a beautiful girl partially clothed and mounted on a hinged board.  It may be activated by an employee (pushed, pulled by a cord through a pulley system or propelled by an air ram activated either manually or electrically via a solenoid), the customer entering the effect (via a detection device: motion detector, floor sensor, etc.) or by a customer in the entry area (operating a Fright Control Unit, a live action arcade style console. The score is measured by how well a customer in the attraction can be scared by a customer in the entry area).
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	The back side of the panel with the opening, the opposite panel, the panel behind the ghost and the frame from which the ghost is attached are all painted flat black.  No other item besides the ghost should be seen reflected in the Plexiglas.


	Here the ghost is in its final position.  Full frame, in the customers face and filling the customer angle of view.  As it began to move to this position, its reflection gave the false impression to the customer that the ghost was actually moving away.


	The combination of a lovely, partially clothed ghost floating in a richly decorated room and the addition of the distraction will draw the customers attention into the effect.  This will only last for a few seconds.  It is during these seconds that the customer will receive the greatest scare.


	The distraction is just that, a distraction.  It is operated intermittently by an operator or a timer/delay circuit.  I have even placed a live actor in the room as the distraction to react to the ghost or to sit in a chair and read.  When a customer would come up to the opening and look in the actor would look at them, make eye contact and activate the effect.  This gives the best scare; however, actors aren’t free.   Other items I have used as distractions are: plasma ball, lightning, Jacob’s ladder, floating candle, spinning head, shadow of a girl projected on the wall and male & female monsters in masks in amorous intentions.
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	Above are several variations.  “W” provides the ghost with more range of motion, increases travel time to the opening and creates a different look of motion in the Plexi.  Note that the only difference in “X, Y & Z” is the placement of the opening in the wall unit.


	When I build wall units with openings, I make a wide variety.  Windows are arch windows. Openings in walls are shaped to resemble bricks missing from the wall.  I do not have any openings that are square or rectangular.


	Things to take into consideration for the opening design are the size of the area to be viewed, the effect to fill the opening or to be viewed through the opening (not all effects will move into the opening) and the distance between floor and the top and bottom of the opening.  Most of my openings are 3-4’ from the floor at the bottom of the opening and 5.5-6.5’ from the floor for the top of the opening.  All my openings contain wire mesh to keep the customers out of the effect and protect the equipment. These openings are designed for customers to view something through.  One of the customer types you are catering to is children. No matter how scary you think your attraction is, there will always be a six year old that waltzes through to the end saying “Is that it?”  Lower openings accommodate the munchkins.   I have other openings for effects not covered here.
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	Openings 1-4 are examples only.  A dark attraction should never have simple openings (even though the word never is used here, it is only used to dramatize the importance of attention to detail.  There are exceptions to all rules.  As a matter of fact, there may be no real hard rules.  Just scare the bleep out of ‘em).  Do notice the openings vary in size and placement.  Number 5 has the personality necessary for a dark attraction.  Its complement in a wood panel or sheet rock room would have jagged edges of sheet rock or wood paneling for its perimeter instead of missing brick (the effect of wood paneling, sheet rock or brick is achieved through painting).


	





	Lighting Is Very Important.  I use a low voltage lighting system with a 20 amp 110vac to 12vac transformer and modified landscape spot lights.  I operate all my strobes, theatrical lights and special electronic effects from one 20 amp circuit for a 4,000 square foot attraction.


	Wedge based bulbs are used in these fixtures and come in wattage ratings of 4, 7 and 11 (higher wattage ratings are available).  The lighting diagram is for use with a camera.  The lights in the room “B” are 4 watts, just enough to provide illumination, but not enough to detract from the reflection of the ghost or the distraction.  None of these lights may be aimed at the Plexiglas.   The ghost is illuminated with 11 watts (an additional light will be needed if you use the design providing the ghost with more room to move).  This reflected light will approximate the same illumination level as the room.


	If you are not using a camera to monitor the effect for remote control, there are too many lights in the customer corridor.  Most dark attractions I have visited concentrate on darkness.  On all effects like the surprise ghost (and pop up ghost described later), I also illuminate the area in front of the effect.  I have seen this effect in other attractions where the area in front is in total darkness.  Standing off to the side, I notice that most customers glance at the hole but do not come in for the scare.


	Let us step into the customers mind for a moment.  Dark equals scare … Light equals safety
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Having said this, it makes sense to make a sure scare look safe by providing the illusion of safety through illumination of the area.  Then the customers will never feel safe.  They know something is in the dark, but the light offers surprises, too.





	Remote Sensors Are Cost Effective.  They have no idea what a customer is doing or where the customer is looking when the sensor is activated.  Remote operation of an effect is possible only when the operator can view the customer and determine where the customer is and where the customer is looking.


	It is now possible to purchase CCD cameras as small as a deck of cards in color or black and white.  They come with fixed lenses or with “C” mounts.  I use “C” mount color cameras to monitor customer approach to effects for remote operation.  Lighting is tricky and some cameras require more light than others.  Color requires more light than black & white.  Some lenses require more light than others.  Brightness adjustment for fixed iris lenses is on the camera circuit board.  The magazine Nuts & Volts is a good source for low cost electronics.


	I have found that the typical CCTV “C” mount 9mm lens works best and is most cost effective.  The drawing above and to the right shows placement of the camera and its field of view.  The drawing on the left shows that the camera actually overshoots the area a little. Experiment with camera placement on the wall in relationship to distance from the floor and angle of tilt.  A camera shooting up is more dramatic than one shooting down.  Be careful not to show the ceiling.  Build the camera into the panel and protect it with Plexiglas.  It is possible to make a wall decoration to conceal the camera, but it places the camera at risk of being damaged or stolen.


	The background is only important when using the Fright Control Unit.  Since customers will be watching the monitors before they go in, the background should contain no identifiable marks to make it stand out.  The opposite to this is to include an easily identifiable set decoration and place them randomly throughout the attraction.  This has more disadvantages than advantages, but would work as a variation one season.








I say  1	      The area viewed by the camera should not include any part of the object doing the scaring.


I say  2        The area viewed by the camera should not include any part of the object doing the scaring.


I say  3         The area viewed by the camera should not include any part of the object doing the scaring.


	I sincerely hope that you are paying attention.  I say three times the above just in case there is any doubt.  This is one of the few Hard Rules.  If you have to ask Why?, then you should consider another line of work and give this book to one of your relatives at the Zoo.
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	The Pop Up Ghost at left is an easier version of the surprise ghost.  This is not used with Plexiglas to reflect any part of the pop up ghost.  It does not require a large room but it still needs a distraction.  Depending on the distance from the bottom of the opening to the floor, a box may be required for the ghost to pop out of or camouflage the ghost as other things along the ledge (part of a plant in a planter).
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	The Circuit Board Camera looks like the drawing on the left.  They operate on 9 to 12 vdc.  They cost $80 to $300, less lens.  A typical 9mm “C” mount lens is around $20.  A surplus electronics store will have bargains.


	I power my cameras from my 12vac transformer to an individual dc power supply for each camera.  For some long cable runs, I use a video amplifier and, for multiple monitors for the same camera,  I use a video distribution amplifier. Position a low cost microphone above the opening and aim toward the direction of customer approach.  Place the camera power supply, effects power supply, effects relays, video amplifier and audio amplifier on a 7’ high shelf on back of the camera wall or one close by.


	The solenoid control for the air ram, control for the distraction, camera input, camera power, 12vac source and microphone inputs all come to this shelf.  This means that individual components can be easily changed out should they fail.  Please note that all the equipment is powered by the 12vac system, there is no 110vac needed.


	Bundle the video, audio, ghost and distraction wires together to form one cable.  Video and audio require shield and center conductor.  Ghost and distraction require one wire each plus ground.  The total number of wires is seven.  The bundled cable created is wire tied about every 12” and is longer than necessary to allow for placing the effect almost anywhere in the attraction.  Place connectors on both ends allowing only one way to hook the system up.
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           A Typical Control Console should look like the drawing at left.    If you are not sure, measure your favorite arcade machine and copy it.  The Video monitor may be color or black & white.  If you use a black & white monitor and camera add color to the unit with a piece of theatrical gel in red (any color will do).  The color should be very light.  A dark color will reduce visibility.  The monitor is built into the unit and covered with Plexiglas.  Yes I know Plexiglas scratches, but it does not shatter.  Place the gel between two layers of Plexiglas
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This unit has a lower shelf for a VCR.  The VCR is a player only.  When things are slow, play previously recorded and edited sequences of customers being scared.  Customer activation of the unit will cause the picture to go from video tape to live.  The tape is made from the best reactions to the effects and should be about 10 minutes long before repeating.  Record the segment over and over on a two hour tape.


	The control panel would look something like this.  The center button “A” activates the scare.  Button “B” controls the distraction.  The panel is easy to use by left or right handers.


	“C” is any number of things.  Easiest is a crude timer.  Place a standard kitchen timer inside the console.  Remove the time indicator handle that also doubles as the winder. Attach two wires to the timer to control a relay.  When the handle is placed into the hole and wound to, say five minutes, the Fright Control Unit is activated.  After five minutes the, contacts open again and the unit goes back to playing the videotape.  An attendant can take money or offer it to customers to try for free.  Try the low cost unit first.


	If high tech is what you want, purchase old arcade machines.  Strip the guts and modify them for use in your own units.  You will want coin detection, relays, timers and sound units.  “C” would then become a place to insert coins.


	A good speaker mounted in the unit is a must.  Depending upon the distance, you may decide to use the 70 volt style sound system speaker.  When a customer screams from being frightened by the Fright Control Unit operator, you want everyone to take pleasure in the event.


	Another important area is directions to the operator.  They should be big, bold and simple.  Place them on the area above the monitor.  Explain exactly where the customer to be scared should be looking when the distraction is activated and what time delay, if any, there should be before the effect is set in motion.  You may even have to place symbols around the edge of the monitor as reference points.
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The Control Room offers control of the remote effects by a technician.  Each Fright Control Unit (FCU) can be re-directed to be controlled from the control room.  The video and audio feeds can be split to feed both the control room monitor and the FCU monitor.  Only three wires need to be re-directed.  These can be handled with a rotary switch or a relay.  The control room would then operate the effects when a customer is not.


	The system could be more complex.  Money is deposited into the FCU can automatically switch control away from the control room.  A light above the monitor for the effect being controlled would indicate to the technician that the effect is being remote controlled.  The technician would continue to operate the effects under his control.


	Magnavox makes a great B&W security camera system.  It can handle up to four cameras and includes sound.  The initial system comes with one camera with built in microphone/speaker, and B&W monitor.  The base system costs about $200 and each additional camera costs about $120.  This is a dedicated system.  The cameras are not compatible with equipment outside the system.  The monitor has an output for a VCR or DA to distribute video to other monitors.  This set-up is ideal for security and/or effects operated by a technician only. 
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Public domain, Edited version (c) 2005, Antonio Gonzalez jr.
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Public domain, Edited version (c) 2005, Antonio Gonzalez jr.














