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The Restructuring of PBM – Part 1
Charles Mosteller

There exists a great need to restructure our approach to play by mail gaming. There are barriers and 
obstacles to entry into PBM, and this inhibits the number of individuals who end up trying play by mail 
games in the first place. The first step on that journey is to begin rethinking the status quo.

And as we rethink the status quo, it stands to reason that we must first identify what the status quo of PBM 
gaming is, particularly as it relates to what PBM gets wrong, or where it stands in need of improvement. As 
always, opinions do vary, so obtaining 100% agreement seems unlikely. Perhaps, however, some degree of 
general consensus can be obtained – and if so, perhaps we can begin to nudge the ball forward in the right 
direction.

Recently, PlayByMail.Net Forum member strudders created a new discussion thread titled Barrier to Entry.
It's not a long article, and is well worth reading in its entirety. However, the crux of what he said was this:

1. That the available information is confusing and not easy for the beginner to get a handle on.
2. Current PBM websites look dated, have dead links, and are confusing to navigate.
3. The hobby still feels obfuscated to the beginner.
4. Wiki/PBM Lists - It would be good to have more detail about how the games are played and 
example turn sheets and maps etc.
5. YouTube - Need a 'dummies guide' to PBM with examples of actual turn orders, turn results, maps,
current state of the hobby, and a PBM presence on an existing gaming channel to increase exposure
to PBM gaming.

Elsewhere in this issue are some observations from an inmate PBM gamer with over eight years of 
experience playing PBM. I'll let you read his observations and perspective as an inmate PBMer, yourself. No
sense spoiling the surprise in this opening salvo.

Rest assured, I suffer under no delusions. In some cases, there may be sectors of the PBM industry where 
no amount of attempts at persuasion will succeed in bringing about the positive change needed to help give 
PBM gaming a better chance at growing and prospering. Intransigence, being set in one's ways, a lack of 
energy or drive, a lack of resources or technical expertise, not being receptive to suggestions for change, or 
even a fear of change, itself – all of these and other things may well stymie a healthy restructuring of the 
PBM grid.

That said, we can still try. Who knows? We might gain some concessions - as well as some allies - from 
PBM companies and PBM GMs as we proceed along this path towards what will hopefully be a better 
tomorrow for play by mail gaming. If we keep our eye on the goals, then who knows? Maybe we'll surprise 
even ourselves.

I think that, at times, we lose sight of considerations that are important to PBM companies and PBM GMs. 
Things such as manpower limitations, expenditure of time and resources, available capital for investments to
bring about improvements – these things and others necessarily influence and impact their willingness and 
ability to grant requested changes or improvements.

Perhaps a combination of patience, persistence, commitment, and
dialogue can get the ball rolling.

Issue #3                                                                 PBM Unearthed                                                                 Page 2

To be Continued in Issue #4

https://playbymail.net/mybb/index.php
https://playbymail.net/mybb/showthread.php?tid=130825
https://www.harlequingames.com/about/


The Legacy of Bushido
Chief Kung Sah

BEWARE: Some TribeNet nostalgia from when some of the big religions fought it out.

The destruction of the final Bushido clans by the Seekers of Knowledge was total. Smashed and reeling, 
battered continuously since they retreated from the south, the Bushido clans found that even the peaceful 
Seekers of Knowledge were more than a match for them, and those who survived the rains of arrows and 
flashing swords scattered into the countryside. 

Bushido was born in treachery. The leaders of three Host tribes grew bored and discontented with their lives 
as they pursued peaceful prosperity. They looked around them and saw martial tribes, such as the Sbara, 
standing strong in their military might. There was no glamour, no heroics, to be found in work and 
commerce. And while the quiet existence of a Host tribe might be fine for the common tribespeople, it was 
an anathema for an aggressive leader and a powerful warrior class.

The Bushido Brotherhood was born in the shadows, around the campfires of furtive and disgruntled 
warriors, and the takeover of the tribes by this new religion went unnoticed by their allies. Then, as their first 
act, they attacked their closest ally, the SPUDS. Their opening volley was to fall upon their unsuspecting 
friends and slaughter as many as they could. But the SPUDS were able to survive the surprise attack, 
despite staggering losses, and retreat behind a palisade. The fledgling religion was dismayed when the two 
new Bushido tribes struggled for months to finish off the crippled and decimated SPUDS. Finally the SPUDS
succumbed to the sheer numerical weight of their opponents and Bushido had achieved their first victory. 
There was no doubt in the minds of the Bushido Brotherhood that unstoppable military might was just 
around the corner and they credited their rocky
start to their long years as Host tribes, long years
of little fighting and less aggression.

Bushido grew, and added a number of tribes to
their religion. Again, using treachery in same
manner as the attack upon the SPUDS, young
Bushido tribes destroyed a second Host tribe, the
Hailong. Lured into an ambush with the promise
of friendship and cooperation, as the SPUDS had
been before them, the Hailong could offer no
defense and were quickly overwhelmed by three
times their number. Though hardly a test of
military might, the tribes of Bushido rejoiced in
their victories and felt themselves powerful and
growing stronger by the year. And, as an angry
child hates his parents, the Bushido tribes held a
special hatred for the Host, which had given them
birth. The destruction of two Host tribes was
considered a signal accomplishment, and the
success of their surprise attacks a statement on
their canny strategies and wily methods. 

But warfare is a harsh way to make a living. In the
north, the Staffords found the lands wrested from
the SPUDS to be far less than the paradise they
envisioned. They found themselves in a costly
war with a very primitive tribe that, despite their
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lack of technology, was able to inflict a number of significant and painful defeats upon them. Then a group of
migrating Host tribes were able to enter and move through Stafford lands with near impunity, and even 
though shadowed closely by allied Sasakawa Ninja, managed to inflict a great deal of damage upon a 
Stafford tribe that got too close to them in the course of their journey. The only reason the Stafford tribe even
survived the experience was its good fortune in preventing two of the Host clans from locating. Farther north,
the Sbaras were chased off the mainland and were forced to relocate to some islands where they began 
their slow fade to irrelevance and insignificance, a fade that even the assumption of new leadership could 
not reverse. 

So, the Bushido clans decided to gather together. They congregated and formed a mighty army and moved 
south. Conquest, booty, and slaves were on their minds. And their offensive started out hugely promising. 
They entered the lands of the Way of the Blue Wolf and in a surprise attack upon the unsuspecting tribes 
caused a horrific amount of damage. Bushido was proving to be a great destroyer of tribes, if they caught 
those tribes unaware. And, to their delight, among their accomplishments was the mauling of a third Host 
tribe. The tribes of Bushido were now at the height of their power. They wore their mantel of enemy with 
pride, and felt that they inspired more fear than even the pathological VVV in the Southlands.

It was in this campaign that a weakness began to manifest itself. Until this point, the only time a Bushido 
tribe had fought another tribe of comparable technology without the aid of surprise was the later stages of 
their war with the SPUDS, the attack that inaugurated the birth of their religion. Now that the surprise of the 
WBW tribes was a thing of the past they found themselves on the receiving end of a vicious and determined
counter-attack. Unlike the SPUDS and the Hailong, where the opening attack had horribly crippled and even
destroyed their target, all they had done was destroyed and damaged a few tribes. The bulk of the WBW 
was intact, threatened, and enraged. And it was in this that the religion of Bushido began the long slide 
down. Bushido tribes were tough and capable. They had numerous slaves for manufacturing, and a military 
core of elite Samurai warriors, who were among the toughest and finest fighting men on the continent. The 
WBW tribes were far less capable, man-for-man, than these Samurai. But the Samurai were only the core 
of the army. The rank and file warriors of Bushido were a sorry and neglected bunch. The WBW tribes fell 
upon their Bushido opponents and while the Samurai remained on the field a fearful slaughter ensued. What
the Samurai lacked in numbers, they made up for in ferocity. But there were far more WBW warriors than 
Samurai. And WBW warriors were capable as well. Finally, there was archery. Samurai could defeat many 
opponents in hand-to-hand combat, but an arrow did not care whether you were a Samurai or a clown. All 
was the same. As the WBW attacked the Samurai grew fewer. As the WBW showed their wiles the Samurai 
found themselves less and less able to use their strengths, and more and more subject to their weaknesses.
And it was there that the glaring weakness of the Bushido tribe manifested itself. The rank and file were was 
weak as the Samurai were strong. Once the Samurai were pushed aside, the WBW were more than a match
for anything they faced.
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Soon the Bushido Brotherhood, mercilessly pummeled and savaged by their vengeful enemies and finding 
themselves beaten again and again, ran for their lives. Forced to give up their conquests, most of their 
number was reduced to a shadow of their former selves, and only the founding tribes, which wisely kept out 
of the fighting, were able to still enjoy some of the fruits of their earlier victories. The latecomers and younger
tribes had absorbed the full fury of the WBW tribes and now their battered remnants were little threat to 
anyone else. No Bushido tribe had been destroyed, but the whole of them had been horribly weakened.

The ordeal was not over. As Bushido ran south to escape their tormentors, they ran into a religion even more
barbaric than their own. The dreaded VVV. These savage tribes fell on the Bushido interlopers with 
abandon. The founding Bushido tribes could not use their younger members to absorb all the fury directed at
them, and now all the tribes were hammered and Bushido tribes had actually been destroyed. Escaping 
from the VVV turned out to be like running a gauntlet, for it led them right into the jaws of the Southern 
Host, and more defeats ensued. Now the Bushido Brotherhood was a crippled shadow of their former glory. 

And it seemed that whenever an enemy was forewarned the Bushido tribes ultimately fell before them. 

Wounded and bleeding, the Brotherhood headed back north and west to find a place to regain their strength.
But even this was not to be. Settling into an area that was supposed to be remote, they had unwittingly 
entered the lands of the Seekers of Knowledge. There was little doubt that Bushido tribes made bad 
neighbors, and the SoK reaction was instantaneous and decisive. The final chapter, like the first, of the 
Bushido Brotherhood was written by the sword. And the graciousness of the SoK victors upon the exhausted
survivors made the irony of their demise all the more difficult to take.

The Bushido Brotherhood and their allies are gone now. The Sasakawa; just a memory. The Wrecking 
Crew; no more than moldering skeletons and scattered homesteads of the tired survivors. The Sbara; 
decaying stone walls that island people use as a source of building material. The Yongoe Gitters; stories 
used to frighten children at night. The Staffords; crumbling ruins. The Sami Shinobinin; not even a memory.
The legacy of the Bushido Brotherhood remains only in the military preparedness of the peaceful tribes, and 
the peaceful tribes are all that remain. The Seekers of Knowledge ply their trade and grow strong as their 
fleets move far and wide. The Host builds and transforms their lands. The tribes of the Way of the Blue Wolf 
still tend their herds and build their cities. For a brief moment, Bushido was a growing threat and was an 
enemy to all, and seemed irresistible in their might. But when tribes stood up to them and were able to fight 
them face-to-face, they fell. They showed that aggression for aggression’s sake was a dead end, and 
military prowess that served no higher ideal than that, was ultimately futile. Like the VVV, Bushido was not a 
road with a destination. It was a road to nowhere.
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Games of Middle-earth PBM Starting Soon

Game 256 
5/8 positions available

Game 258 (Gunboat)
8/8 positions available

Game 940 (Gunboat)
3/12 positions available

Game 945 
11/24 nations available

Game 610 (Gunboat) 
3/4 positions available

Game 612 
12/14 nations available

Game 412 
14/25 nations available

Game 414 (Gunboat)
7/8 positions available

Middle-earth Games run turn-based, strategy games set in the world of J.R.R.
Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings and The Hobbit, including elements from ICE's
Middle-earth Role Playing under license from GSIL. Play as either the Free Peoples
or the Dark Servants, and work together with your team-mates to take control of the
lands of Middle-earth. Earn your victory through a combination of martial strength,
magical prowess, and economic power. Middle-earth Games is an Origins Award
Hall of Fame member.

My PBM Awakening
Richard Lockwood

I remember my PBM awakening.

I’d just started university, in Newcastle upon Tyne, at the arse end of 1985. Grim years, Thatcher years, 
post miners strike. I’d moved into a hall of residence a couple of miles out of the city centre, and, apart from 
a couple of guys with whom I’d been at school, knew no-one. I had, however, during the Freshers’ Fair, 
signed up to the snappily titled Newcastle University Science Fiction And Fantasy Society; tonight was 
the first meeting of the academic year.
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I strolled down the road to the bus stop (no student had a car back then), and waited.

As I waited, a few other people arrived, and a couple of them I recognised from Henderson Hall. We got 
chatting, and it turned out they were also going to the NUSFFS meeting. For the sake of anonymity, I shall 
refer to them as Dave, Ruarigh and Steve, although their real names are Steve, Dave and Ruarigh.

We arrived in the city centre, found our way to the Student Union (if you’ve ever been to Newcastle, you’ll 
know that this is no difficult task - the Union building is bloody huge), headed to the bar, and looked around 
for a group of hairy/geeky reprobates.  We found them.  And that evening in the Cochraine Lounge, my life 
changed.

Ruarigh started telling me about this “Play By Mail” thing he was into. I’d heard about it, mainly from small 
ads in Games Workshop’s “White Dwarf” magazine, but never understood how you could replicate a 
rôleplaying game through the post. Ruarigh explained, and Dave joined in - it turned out that they both 
played the same game! Saturnalia – a single character, hand moderated rôleplaying game. 

By the end of the evening, I was sold. Next day, I stuck a cheque (remember cheques?) in an envelope, 
addressed it to Sloth Enterprises in Southampton, posted it, and waited.

A few days later, a small package arrived in my pigeonhole (that’s not a euphemism, those of you sniggering
at the back!). I got it back to my room, ripped it open, to find a simple rulebook, full of the history, gods and 
legends of the world of Saturnalia, the latest newsletter, crammed with player messages, stories of temple 
raids, undead battles and the occasional obituary for a fallen character, and a setup form. Now, the 
conundrum – who is my character?

An hour or so, and three cans of Tetley Bitter later, I had the form completed. Natasha Catsclaw was born. 
A warrior monk (or should that be nun?), with a broadsword and a snappy line in witty retorts. Into the post 
she went…

Wibbly wobbly time passing effect…

My pigeonhole has an entry! (I said, STOP sniggering!) My first turn sheet! What does the future hold for 
young Natasha? In short, it held a life of violence, murder, ogre slaying, temple burning, chaos, anarchy and 
beer. I fell in love with Natasha, so much so that I started playing her again, in a different game – Æs. But 
that’s a story for another time.

I’m still in touch with Dave, Ruarigh and Steve; we see each other occasionally, but chat often. They’re three
of my best friends – and when I launched my own game (yet another story), three of my best playtesters.

The moral of this story is simple. If you’ve never tried a single character rôleplaying game by post, do so. 
You might end up changing your life for the better.

Cheers!
Rich

PBM Unearthed is brought to you by PlayByMail.Net.                    Contact: playbymail.net@gmail.com
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I received the 1st Glorious Issue of PBM 
Unearthed on Friday. Thank you very much. I 
enjoyed the newsletter, and thought it was a great 
introductory issue.

As you know, I am one of the inmate players of 
PBM games. I have been playing Supernova: 
Rise of the Empire for over 8 years now. All this 
time later, I'm still eagerly awaiting my turn results,
which usually arrive every other Tuesday. I peer 
into the officer`s station office to see how big the 
mailbag is for the day. Another SN:ROTE player 
here does the same thing. The DungeonWorld 
players also quickly gather at mail call, around the
time their turn results are due in the mail.

For me, PBM games are all about customer service. The main deterrent for inmate players is the financial 
aspect of the game. Money is sometimes scarce while in prison, and it can be difficult to commit to a 
monthly fee for a game that could be spent on personal hygiene items, coffee and additional food at 
commissary. If a turn gets messed up through no fault of the player, it is important that those things can be 
corrected in a way that does not cost the inmate additional money. Obviously, if a mistake is ours, then it is 
our loss. Not all PBM companies are willing to make those accommodations for inmates.

There is a vast untapped market for PBM games within the U.S. penal system, both state and federal. For 
the most part, we are bored beyond imagination. Like you, I wish there were more options for PBM games 
and new games being created. That is something I would consider looking into after I was released, but that 
is still five (5) or more years away.

Supernova has started to become stagnant for me over the last year or so. Mostly, that is due to zero 
innovation or adding anything anything new or exciting into the game. I am starting to have serious doubts 
about whether I will still be playing SN:ROTE a year from now. The PBM companies need to keep the 
customers engaged and interested to keep us playing. Many of the GMs have been doing this for so long 
and they are so set in their ways that they do not want to change anything. That is so frustrating from the 
player`s side of things. Our only "vote" is to quit playing, since most GMs will not listen to suggestions from 
players.

I hope your newsletter gets read by the GMs of PBM companies and maybe
they will be motivated to make some changes and listen to their players and
maybe even create some new games. I also hope enough inmates learn of
your newsletter and are able to see what options are available to help
occupy their time and minds while we are being warehoused throughout the
United States.

Thank you, again, for the newsletter. I look forward to the next issue. I'm
sure I will even comment from time to time.

Take care,

Kurt Sandvig

Editor's Note: Inmates have been a part of the PBM community for decades. PBM
Unearthed welcomes the PBM views of inmates. Our role is to promote PBM
gaming, and that includes across both incarcerated and free elements of society.
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