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The Restructuring of PBM – Part 2
Charles Mosteller

Reaching back to Part 1 in Issue #3, let us take a 
quick glance, again, at the five areas of problems or 
shortcomings of the overall PBM scene identified by 
PlayByMail.Net forum user strudders:

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.

While all five of these categories of problems that 
PBM suffers from are different from one another, 
insofar as the details of them vary widely from one 
another, nonetheless, to correct or fix them all would
be to move PBM gaming towards a common 
objective – one called clarity.

Over the years and decades, it has been said many 
times that PBM gaming is either dead or dying. Part 
of the core problem in trying to better organize what 
strudders described as “the available information” is
that this very same “available information” isn't all 
static. In fact, PBM gaming continues to generate 
quote a bit of information, from year to year to year. 
It may well be that the amount of PBM information 
from any given PBM source may seem to be little 
more than a trickle to the casual observer on the 
outside looking in, when all of these PBM 
information sources as a whole are taken together 
as a collective thing, it is my own experience that 
this generation of new PBM information adds up 
pretty quickly. Indeed, I would go so far as to 
describe it as being akin to trying to drink a raging 
river or a mighty waterfall. In a nutshell, it's a lot of 
information.

Perhaps the reason why it is not easy for the 
beginner to get a handle on the available PBM 
information is because it's arguably no easier for 
experienced PBM gamers to get a handle on it all. 
Imagine reading – and comprehending – just all of 
the PBM game rulebooks, alone, not counting 
anything else that's out there. Me? I hate reading 
rulebooks, but that's true where any kind of game is 
at issue, be it a board game, a computer game, or a 
PBM game. I much prefer to consume and digest 
large quantities of food, than I do large quantities of 
rules and minutiae. The older I get, I don't find that 
my appetite for a bunch of rules seems to increase 
any.

On the website, digital.com, there's an article last 
updated on July 19, 2022 titled 1 in 2 visitors 
abandon a website that takes more than 6 
seconds to load. In this day and age, how long 
does it take for someone who catches wind of PBM 
gaming to gravitate towards a single PBM game, 
much less several? In this modern day era of 
carrying the Internet (and all of the information it 
contains that is publicly accessible) in the palm of 
their hand, how long would an average person allow 
themself to sift through what strudders called “the 
available information” about PBM? 

But if we, as a collective whole – the PBM 
community at large – are committed to coming up 
with a plan to fix the problems and address the 
shortcomings of our PBM hobby and industry, then it
strikes me as being plain old common sense that for 
such a plan to have any real chance of being 
implemented and executed, 
there must be a starting point. All change starts 
somewhere, after all.

Yet, before a starting point is determined, should 
there not be some attempt made to try and prioritize 
what are an array of competing priorities? And what 
criteria is to
be used, to
determine
which of
these
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competing priorities get addressed before the rest of
them?

Now, let's take another look at that list of five 
categories that strudders lamented about, and I'll 
provide a brief bit of commentary after each one, to 
share my own thoughts on each in turn.

1. That the available information is confusing 
and not easy for the beginner to get a handle on.

And specifically, what comprises this available 
information that is confusing, and not easy for the 
beginner or
newbie to PBM
gaming to get a
handle on? For
example, which
PBM websites
are the
confusing ones?
Or are all PBM
websites
confusing?
Which PBM
game rulebooks
are written with
clarity, and which ones are not? Or is it just the task 
of trying to track down the relevant core amount of 
information about PBM games made unduly time-
consuming and tedious, just from trying to figure out 
where, specifically, a given sub-set of PBM 
information is located and how to access it?

The lament in red lettering above is kind of a general
lament, and as other of strudders' laments about 
the overall PBM scene being confusing get identified
and addressed, then this general lament should 
begin to subside - and hopefully, gradually give way 
to a PBM scene with greater and more readily 
noticeable clarity for the public at large who 
encounter the PBM hobby and industry.

2. Current PBM websites look dated, have dead 
links, and are confusing to navigate.

Some PBM information is publicly accessible by 
another who has Internet access, whereas other 
PBM information that pertains to PBM games is 
“locked away” behind forum registration processes. 
What kind of reasonable and realistic time frame are
we talking about, in order to instill more order and 

clarity? How many of these dated-looking PBM 
websites are there? And where, exactly, are they 
located? And if those PBM website owners exhibit 
no real interest in updating said PBM sites in 
question, what then? Is there a Plan B?

At a bare minimum, an inventory of these dated 
PBM websites must be undertaken. And who will 
conduct that inventory, and who will make the 
assessment and arrive at a determination as to 
which PBM websites, specifically, fall into this 
category? In other words, who, specifically, is going 
to allocate the amount of time that it would take to 

conduct such 
an inventory 
and 
assessment? 
And what if 
respective 
website owners
disagree with 
an assessment 
that their PBM 
website looks 
dated and in 
need of a 
freshening up?

Additionally, what if some PBM website owners lack 
the time and energy to revamp their dated websites?
Furthermore, what if they simply lack the technical 
expertise to fix whatever ails their site, whether from 
an aesthetics standpoint, or from the standpoint of 
fixing dead links or adding new links? In such 
instances, who will be the point man/person in 
accomplishing such tasks for that particular sub-set 
of overall PBM website owners?

And how does one remedy any instances where a 
given PBM website owner simply doesn't trust some 
third party volunteer or paid entity to “fix” or update 
their PBM website? In the instance(s) where they 
may not want or trust a volunteer to “nose around” 
their webhosting account, in order to be able to fix 
broken links on individual pages that collectively 
comprise their PBM website(s), is someone or some
group going to allocate funds to “fix” and update 
such sites, if the PBM website owner(s) in question 
lack the money or resources to get their PBM site(s) 
up to snuff?
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All of that said and considered, this particular item is 
fairly quantifiable. Dead links and confusing 
navigation systems are, anyway. Specific 
problematic dated websites can be tracked down. 
This is an achievable objective.

3. The hobby still feels obfuscated to the 
beginner.

This particular lament is of a very general nature. 
While I don't disagree with the sentiment stated 
within it, it doesn't really point to anything specific, in 
particular. Thus, this general “feeling” that PBM is 
obfuscated (obscure, unclear, or unintelligible) is 
akin to a feeling of malaise (a general feeling of 
discomfort, illness, or uneasiness whose exact 
cause is difficult to identify), or a feeling of being in a
funk (a depressed state of mind or the state of being
unhappy and without hope).

It is, I feel, only by addressing and fixing specific 
things that I think that the seeming perpetual state of
malaise and of PBM being in a bad funk can be 
turned around to a more positive state of being.

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.

Certainly, this item is achievable, because here what
is at issue here are actual, specific things. They are 
things that one can lay their hand on, a digital or 
physical commodity. Granted, it may require both 
time and cooperation on the part of PBM companies,
PBM GMs, and PBM players (or even former PBM 
players who still hang around the hobby), as well as 
a certain degree of coordination and following up, 
but none of that strikes me as necessarily being a 
bridge too far.

The best (as in highest quality and very decent 
aesthetics) that I know of, as far as PBM-related 
wikis are two that were created by Raven Zachary – 
namely, the one for Middle-earth PBM and the other 
one that I only very recently discovered that he did 
for TribeNet. Certainly, neither the PBM Wiki that I, 
myself, created (and which others contributed to), 
nor the still-unfinished Hyborian War Wiki which I 
also tried to create a long whole back, qualify as 
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being either high quality or of decent aesthetic 
appeal.

As for providing a wider range of example turn 
sheets (both turn orders sheets and turn results of 
turns already processed), using Reality 
Simulations, Inc.'s Hyborian War as an example, a 
given game of Hyborian War typically starts with 36 
players in it. If that game of Hyborian War ran for 30 
turns, before it  ended, that would potentially yield 
over one thousand individual sets of turn results 
(1,080, to be exact).

Of course, that figure doesn't account for players 
who drop out along the way, and whose respective 
kingdoms' turn results don't get printed out, as a 
result. Other PBM games, both run by RSI and by 
other PBM companies, run a lot of individual turns 
for their PBM games over the course of any given 
year. Yes, even now, here in the modern age, long 
after PBM gaming supposedly died (or was on the 
way to dying out).

The gathering and compiling of a sizable assortment
of example turn sheets and maps might ultimately 
turn out to be a more Herculean task that imagined. 
Exactly how many PBM companies and PBM GMs 
will need to be contacted (don't say all of them, 
because that's not an exact number – and if you 
don't have an exact number, then how do you know 
that you end up forgetting any by mistake?), in order
to accomplish this portion of the overall mission?
While it might be nice to have a wide assortment of 
turn sheets and maps for every PBM game that ever
existed, for the time being, at least, it should suffice 
to focus our collective efforts upon just the PBM 
games that are in existence and up and running, 
right now.

Assuming that the The Games Index put together a 
while back by Raven Zachary is a good starting 
point for figuring out how many PBM games that are 

are in operation, currently, if I counted correctly as I 
browsed the list, just now, I counted 71 different 
games that Raven believes to qualify as PBM 
games.

Even if only half of those games genuinely qualify as
PBM games in the modern era, that still leaves us 
with dozens of games to gather and compile turn 
sheets and maps for. What is the estimated time 
frame for pulling this off successfully? Not all PBM 
games have maps to worry about, but they all 
feature both turn orders and turn results.

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.

This last suggestion is actually an obtainable 
objective, something that can actually be 
accomplished, but which probably would take some 
significant amount of time and effort to bring to 
fruition. It would also require the combined effort of 
more than one person, and in no instance will this 
particular objective occurred overnight.

Would it be a worthwhile undertaking? Oh, 
absolutely. Positively! Yet realistically, the nature of 
the task, itself, would require a significant investment
of time, energy, effort, and cooperation in order to ull
it off successfully, and on a scale that is broad and 
inclusive of most, if not all, PBM games currently 
running.

Who, specifically and exactly, will be the one(s) 
undertaking such a sizable project remains an 
unknown, at this moment in time. Who is will to 
volunteer to initiate and follow through on it until 
completion. Who will demonstrate the initiative to 
start this project, and who will maintain the 
endurance to see it through to completion?
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If someone starts it, but then falls by the wayside 
along the way, what is the Plan B to ensure that 
someone else will actually step up to the plate and 
take over a work in progress of this nature? Thus, 
lots of different things to take into consideration and 
to implement and execute. A worthwhile thing, 
certainly – and an idea that would be a value added 
end “product” for the entire PBM gaming community 
at large.

In summation, forum user studders has made some 
astute observations. I find myself in widespread 
agreement with him in those observations. What he 
has said is true. Now comes the hard part – namely, 
persuading PBM companies, PBM GMs, and others 
in and across the PBM gaming scene to cooperate 
and coordinate, that studders' suggestions actually 
get implemented and turned into reality.

Æs - or; “How I Stopped Worrying And Learned To Love An Anti-Paladin”
Richard Lockwood

So, I’d lost my PBM virginity, and started playing 
Saturnalia - clearly a gateway drug to other PBMs. 
Loved it. As I said in my last piece, I fell in love with 
Natasha Catsclaw.

And then I saw an advert in White Dwarf for a new 
game. It looked so much more professional, so 
much sexier than Sat.

Æs. 

Six quid. I sent off my cheque (remember cheques? 
I mentioned them in my first post), and in a couple of
days, received a gorgeously produced rulebook, and
a startup form. It made Saturnalia look like an 
amateurs job. (Sorry Neil and Simon)

My startup? I decided to play Natasha again. Æs 
had defined character classes, so, as an utter 
bastard, Natasha was reborn as an Anti-Paladin. 
Destroyer of all that’s holy, with a huge sword, a 
great line in witty comebacks, and just a little bit of 
magic.

I also persuaded my friend Colin to join Æs at the 
same time, so Natasha and Kalkamorez, the 
rubbish wizard, left the Guild of Adventurers 
together. Along with a fella called Krondall - another
Anti-Paladin, and another chap, whose name eludes
me, but when you get to the bit about waking up in 
Croydon, it was his bedroom floor…

So, the first couple of turns come and
go. John Tode’s gorgeous
handwriting enchanted me, and I was
hooked. Then… 

…I’m on my way to an exam at University in 
Newcastle, and I bump into Colin. North East 
accent “How man, fancy gan doon London for t’pub 
meet?”

“Whey aye man, let’s get t’coach!”

So I missed my exam, but got to The Crown, on 
Brewer Street, Soho. Where my life changed again.

I met John Tode, one of the Æs GMs (more on John 
in a future post), Seán Dillon (who I’d previously 
met at a convention, and more on him later too), all 
kinds of other reprobates (hello Wayne (Indie 
Spin)). I got horrifically drunk, woke up in Croydon, 
but – and this is important – got no useful 
information about Æs at all. Well, I may have done, 
but I’m buggered if I can remember it.  This kind of 
set a pattern for pub meets.

So… I somehow make my way back to Newcastle, 
and sell the idea of Æs to Dave and Ruarigh. 
(Remember Dave and Ruarigh? They were in the 
first episode) They start playing, too. 
Æs was fantastic. To join the Guild of Anti-Paladins
(frankly, an organisation that had no place in a 
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civilised society), Natasha had to head out to her 
parent’s inn, and bring back their severed heads. 
Obviously she justified this by still being upset that 
they didn’t get her a pony on her twelfth birthday…

Training at the Guild over (she never found out what 
they did with the heads), Natasha headed out with 
Kalkamorez and Krondall to an abandoned tower 
on a hill outside Gaeldhul. During their exploration, 
they encountered a ghost! Aargh!! Run away, run 
away! Ghosts age you - and the three not-so-brave 
adventurers were aged 40 years between them!

Now, if you’ve been aged like that, that’s a hell of a 
lot of birthdays you’ve missed. So what do you do? 
You throw a party!

Invitations were printed up (we ran out of Letraset 
‘A’s), and sent to every character whose name we 
knew.

Replies were received, plots were plotted, 
backstabbings were planned, spell points were 
saved, and ultimately turns were synchronised. 
About fifteen player characters in the same tavern, 
at the same time, almost all with nefarious 
intentions.

John later told me that it took both GMs and several 
friends to run the party as a tabletop session one 
Saturday afternoon - the most complex single event 
they’d managed!

In the end, if I remember correctly, no-one died, only 
one limb was lost, and the fire was eventually 
extinguished. A great event, and one that could be 
likened to some of the more raucous pub meets… 
The hosts scampered off into the night.

Many adventures were had subsequent to that - the 
incident where Natasha kicked another player 
character down a well, and had that player turn up 
on my doorstep ready to actually beat me up, the 
time Natasha and Krondall were tricked out of a 
magic wand by a wizard (never did forgive him, but 
never found him again), the organisation Natasha 
founded; (The Maniacal Army of Rascals for the 
Muddling of Obvious Truths - MARMOT)… oh, the
fun goes on. 

And then, after a year, the Æs birthday party. Not 
quite as exciting as Natasha et. al’s in game party, 
this was a real event, at a pub somewhere in central 
London, where I met (or in some cases re-met) 
allies, foes and other assorted drunks.  I discovered 
that I, the GMs, and several of the original 
playtesters shared a love of the music of Blue 
Öyster Cult (that explained the oblique references 
in the newsletter!), I met John’s Mum and Dad 
(who videoed the whole event - I still have a copy of 
the VHS somewhere), I drank a lot of beer (no 
surprise there), and then had to head back to 
Yorkshire for my parents’ silver wedding 
anniversary party, my head full of feuds, demons, 
wizards and new friends. (It’s their diamond wedding
party next weekend - how time flies!)

Sadly Æs didn’t last too long after that. John tried a 
reboot a few years later, but I just couldn’t get into it, 
and it didn’t last long. But it’s still my favourite game 
of all time, and some of the people I met through it I 
still count as some of my best friends - including 
John. Years later I attended a murder mystery party 
at his house, where I met the lady who became my 
wife! 

Y’see, PBM isn’t entirely faceless interaction!!
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Madhouse Minicon 2019 [The next Madhouse Minicon will be in September of 2022]
This photo courtesy of Steve Tierney of Madhouse UK.

PBM Unearthed is brought to you by PlayByMail.Net.                    Contact: playbymail.net@gmail.com
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Madhouse Minicon 2015
This photo courtesy of Darren Christie.

Visit his website at WhiteSpider1066.com

AEs' 1st Birthday Party

On the left is a picture of John 
Tode and Robert Moss, Æs' GMs,
at the Æs first birthday party! 

This was the year 1987, or 
thereabouts.

This photo courtesy of Richard 
Lockwood.
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www.tabletopspirit.com 
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I probably should not have been as harsh as I was on the 
Supernova innovation issue. I hate to give them "bad press." 
The real problem is that they have two (2) platforms of play. One
is the Andromeda universe which has been around since around
2006. The other is Draco universe which started around 2015. A 
new player can only play in Draco. The only players in 
Andromeda are old-timers or someone who gets an older empire
transferred to them. Any innovation is in Draco universe and 
very little innovation happens in Andromeda. On the upside, 
Supernova is by the far the best in fixing errors or problems than
any other PBM company I have dealt with. Since I don't play in 
the Draco universe for a variety of other issues, I don't really 

remember if they are a bit more innovative than Andromeda. But, if you are innovative in one of them, be 
innovative in both.

I do have a tendency to get passionate about Supernova and PBM games in general because I do love 
them. They have made my time in prison so much easier to deal with. That alone is worth its weight in gold.

Kurt Sandvig

Editor's Note: Kurt, I've combined portions of two of your e-mails into one, to save on space.

When I get into the process of playing Heroic Fantasy (and maybe En Garde! and others), would it be OK to 
post example turnsheets (maybe with some redactions to remove any personal info or spoilers) to 
demonstrate how the games are played? This could be under the appropriate game sections on the forum, 
or on your wiki. I wonder if the game makers would disapprove of that though? I noticed you shared some of
your turn results of Hyborian War, so I'm guessing it's OK? 

Robert Strudwick

Editor's Note: Robert, well we could always ask them. Players sharing turn sheets and such has been a part of PBM 
gaming for as long as I can remember. Certainly, PBM companies and PBM GMs can write in and let us know if they have
an issue with it. Generally speaking, prospective players of games, especially, like to have some idea of what they are 
getting themselves into. A great mass of the gaming public has never played in a PBM game before, and having an active
fan base out there promoting your games can help considerably in growing a company's player base (not to mention, 
the overall PBM player base in general). Plus, it helps supplement a given PBM company's own efforts to get the word 
out about their gaming products.

I don't mind accommodating efforts by fans of PBM games to share examples of PBM games that underscore their 
passion for such games. That said, if PBM companies and PBM GMs complain, then we would have no real choice but to
scale back such efforts for those particular companies or GMs. The whole point of what lies at the heart of my own 
efforts towards PBM gaming generally is to promote the Play By Mail hobby. I think that flexibility is a much better route 
to avoiding copyright conundrums for one and all on all sides of PBM, compared to, say, overzealous approaches that 
preclude PBM gamers from sharing things about PBM that they love and are passionate about.

By and large, my own first-hand experience over the years in trying to promote PBM gaming has been a fairly positive 
one, where PBM companies and PBM GMs have been concerned. Indeed, from what I have been able to tell and discern, 
they both want and need more promotion of their PBM games, rather than less. If anything, PBM suffers from severe and
enduring under-promotion – and that's a cycle that really needs to be changed, if and where possible.

Lee Kline over at RSI has always been great about letting me make use of their PBM materials to promote PBM gaming. 
Just the other day, John Davis of Middle-earth Games and Harlequin Games wrote to me to encourage me to use 
materials from their websites. All that he and other GMs tend to want is a link back to their sites. That's reasonable, 
helpful, and a really terrific mindset. Even in his day, Rick Loomis let me use his PBM materials to try and help spread 
the word. This past week, both Steve Crompton and Chuck over at Rick Loomis PBM were quick to facilitate me being 
able to begin making some new ads for Rick Loomis PBM's stable of PBM games. Honestly, I think that PBM companies 
and PBM GMs “get it.” Their fans aren't their enemies, and vice versa. I like to think so, anyway.
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An Extract of An Introduction to Play-by-Mail Gaming
Modfiied from v1.1, 12 October 2021, created by Raven Zachary (raven@rinzai.com)

Reality Simulations (RSI) Madhouse USA Rolling Thunder Games

Duel II
open-ended

Duel2, the game formerly known 
as Duelmasters, is a play-by-mail 
game of ancient gladiatorial 
combat.

$3.25 per turn + $1.50 per warrior

Forgotten Realms

In Forgotten Realms: War of the 
Avatars, your goal is to carefully 
cultivate your realm’s growth, 
using economics, diplomacy, and 
your military might.

$1.50 per turn + $0.50 per order 
up to $15.00

Hyborian War

Hyborian War is a game of 
imperial conquest in the age of 
Conan.

$5.00 (Small), $7.00 (Medium), 
$9.00 (Large) per turn based on 
the kingdom size

Pricing

All RSI games offer free first-time 
setup and rules

Mailing Address

Reality Simulations, Inc.
P.O. Box 22400
Tempe, AZ 85285-2400

Telephone
(480) 967-7979

Email
csr@reality.com

DungeonWorld Adventures
open-ended

DungeonWorld Adventures is a 
character-based multiplayer turn-
based fantasy adventure game
that has been running for 20 
years continuously and is as 
popular as ever.

DungeonWorld Estates
open-ended

In DungeonWorld Estates, the 
player takes control of a 
landholder in the Kingdom of 
Bereny to ensure the health and 
growth of the estate.

Pricing

£3.00 GBP per turn + £0.50 GBP 
per character £0.20 or £0.10 per 
sub-character

All payments converted from 
dollars to pounds Current 
exchange rate: 2 characters is 
$5.50

The game is operated in the UK 
with a US office

Mailing Address

Madhouse USA
P.O. Box 712
Katy, TX 77492

Telephone
(832) 519-8395

Email
neil@madhouseusa.biz
ATTENTION: PBM games on this 
page are all playable via the postal
service in the United States.

SuperNova: Rise of the Empire
open-ended

SuperNova: Rise of the Empire is 
an interactive play-by-mail game 
of galactic conquest, colonization 
and exploration.

$15.00 new empire setup
$10.00 printed rules
$9.50 per turn (40 orders), double
for 80 orders

Mailing Address

Rolling Thunder Games, Inc.
P.O. Box 460999
Aurora, CO 80046

Telephone
(303) 627-1487

Email
russ@rollingthunder.com

For PDF Format Readers

Click here to download the entire
Introduction to Play-by-Mail
Gaming by Raven Zachary.

Be sure to also check out the new Suspense & Decision magazine!
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https://suspense-and-decision.com/
https://playbymail.net/inmate-pbm-flyer.pdf
mailto:russ@rollingthunder.com
http://www.rollingthunder.com/supernova/index.htm
mailto:neil@madhouseusa.biz
http://www.madcentral.co.uk/dungeonworld/estates/
http://www.madcentral.co.uk/dungeonworld/adventures/index.html
mailto:csr@reality.com
http://www.reality.com/hwconten.htm
http://www.reality.com/frconten.htm
http://www.reality.com/duel2/
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