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The Restructuring of PBM – Part 3
Charles Mosteller

Welcome to Part 3 in this article series. I hope that 
you're enjoying it. If you missed the first two parts, 
then grab yourself a copy of issues one and two, so 
that you can catch up on what's already been 
discussed.

Discussion of how to restructure the PBM landscape
for potential new players (as well as current players 
in some PBM games that are also not playing in 
other PBM games) is all fine and dandy, but in order 
to actually move forward and begin making 
progress, a starting point needs to be determined. 
And of the five basic areas of complaint that PBM 
Gaming Forum user strudders posted in the old 
PlayByMail.Net forum that got this ball rolling, I think 
that the second of his five areas is the best starting 
point. Let's review what that complaint was, just to 
ensure that we are all on the same page.

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

I think that this is an excellent place to start, 
because before we can try to get PBM websites that 
look dated, have dead links, and/or are confusing to 
negotiate, then we must first identify which websites,
specifically, that those ones are – that meet the 
characterizations that strudders has laid out to 
guide us by. So, here's your chance to help us all to 
move the PBM ball forward. If we can't identify such 
rather obvious problems, then there simply is no 
hope in ever getting any of them addressed, much 
less all of them.

Which PBM websites look dated and stale?

Which specific web pages on which PBM 
websites have dead links on them?

Which PBM websites are confusing to navigate?

While some PBM websites may suffer from all three 
problems outlined above, it may well prove to be that
not all do. It looks like we're gonna have to send out 
the PBM Posse to round up the details on this herd 
of PBM websites. Keep in mind, though, that we 
can't actually make any PBM company or PBM GM 
change their websites. At most, we can try to 
persuade them to see – and to act upon – our 
findings.

I think that if we compile lists on thee problematic 
PBM websites, that we can then work on getting the 
problems in question fixed. Naturally, some PBM 
websites will have more problems than none. That's 
to be expected.

Which PBM websites look dated and stale?

PBM websites that look dated and stale speaks to 
the core issue of aesthetics. A PBM website that 
looks stale or dated doesn't necessarily make a 
PBM website dysfunctional, the way that dead links 
do, nor do such qualities make a PBM website 
confusing to navigate. Here, what we're talking 
about are PBM websites that just look like they 
haven't really been touched much in a long, long 
time (and thus, have become wholly ignored or 
fallen out of mind with the PBM companies or PBM 
GMs that run them). PBM websites that were put up 
in the early days of the Internet tend to fall into this 
category.

Can you think of any PBM websites that fall into this 
category? I can. In fact, I can think of several, right 
off the top of my head. This is no time to become 
weak in the legs. The grand objective is, after all, to 
restructure PBM – that the PBM landscape might 
become improved and better. So, send me an e-
mail at playbymail.net@gmail.com, and I will compile
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the results of your suggestions for PBM websites 
that are prime candidates for aesthetic upgrades.

Which specific web pages on which PBM
websites have dead links on them?

Dead links are something that are inherently 
problematic. They're called dead links, because they
just don't work. Perhaps once upon a time ago they 
did, but if they are dead links now, then they lack 
navigational functionality. Dead links help neither 
PBM gamers nor PBM companies. I am hopeful that 
this particular category of complaint, which lends 
itself to the other two categories of complaint 
covered in this article, can be embraced by PBM 
gamers and PBM companies/GMs alike without 
much in the way of disagreement.

What I think may well prove to be a problem is that 
not all PBM companies nor PBM GMs possess the 
same degree of technical expertise, as it relates to 
websites. Also, some PBM companies or PBM GMs 
may well plead a lack of time, to bring their PBM 
websites up to par. I would both suggest and 
encourage one and all to not let setbacks of this 

nature discourage progress. I think that there's more
than enough PBM fans out there on the Internet, 
already, that we can probably find solutions to the 
issues of not having time or not knowing how to 
transform existing early-Internet websites into 
something more aesthetically pleasing, and to 
eliminate a bunch of dead links. As the old saying 
goes, where's there's a will, there's a way.

The fact that we may not end up with perfect looking
websites fit for the modern PBM scene 100% across
the board does not mean that we can't make some 
progress, or even major progress. Certainly, we can.
Pooling our collective talents and skillsets and 
abilities with receptive mindsets and gung ho, can 
do attitude is an achievable thing.

Which PBM websites are confusing to navigate?

Of the three areas in need of improvement in this 
article, this third one is, I believe, likely to be the 
most problematic one, insofar as identifying with 
specificity PBM website navigation systems that are 
confusing to navigate. This is probably going to be 
the hardest sell of the three items in question. It's 
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probably also going to be the most time-consuming 
to fix, and especially if it turns out to be something 
that has to be revisited unnecessarily, because the 
initial list of suggestions isn't thorough. The basic 
lesson here is to be thorough, if at all possible, just 
so that any PBM companies or PBM GMs that are 
agreeable to improving their PBM websites don't end
up with a website that still retains the problems that 
our whole collective effort is aimed at bringing about 
a positive and effective resolution to.

Navigation systems on PBM websites are a core 
fundamental item
of importance. If
website visitors
become confused
by whatever
navigation system
is in use there,
then that sort of
problem can
quickly cause site
visitors to become
disenchanted with
the navigation
experience, which
in turn would likely
motivate them to
leave whatever
website that they
are on, post haste.
Not every potential
PBM gamer is
going to end up
gravitating towards
all PBM games.
Thus, a bad
navigation system
on your PBM
website could very
well end up costing other PBM companies and PBM 
GMs potential players, also.

As a collective whole, I fully concur with strudders 
that the PBM landscape could certainly do with the 
digital equivalent of a paint job, at a bare minimum. 
One of the primary reasons why so many over the 
years have said that PBM is dead, is directly 
attributable to a lot of PBM websites being neglected
by their owners. If websites receive regular updates, 
and occasional aesthetic changes, then PBM isn't 
nearly as likely to feel dead to the gaming population

as a whole, or to a broad swath of the current PBM 
gaming community.

PBM Website Audit

I would also take this opportunity to remind the PBM 
gaming public that it isn't just PBM websites owned 
by PBM companies or PBM GMs that suffer form the
aforementioned problems. At least some PBM fan 
sites are no less equally guilty of having PBM 
websites with the same, if not worse, problems. Take
myself, for example. I have more than one PBM-

related website, 
and there's 
probably 
problems of some
type on all of 
them. Therefore, 
the time has come
to conduct an 
audit of PBM 
websites across 
the realm.

A PBM audit is 
something that 
anyone can do. 
After all, you're 
basically checking
to see if a PBM 
website looks 
dated or stale, to 
see if it has any 
dead links on it, 
and to see if it is 
confusing to 
navigate. That's 
not really a really 
long list of things 
to look for, and it 

isn't something that requires you to do all (nor even 
a lot) PBM websites all at once. Just pick one – any 
PBM website you want to pick – and then just make 
some brief notes to report your findings back to us.

Certainly, feel free to report back about the best 
looking and best working PBM websites, as and 
when you encounter them during your Internet strolls
across the PBM realm. There are some fairly nice 
ones out there, though in truth, they seem to be few 
and far between. The sad reality is that a good many
PBM websites haven't been truly updated in many 
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years. That's why those sites feel stale, and it 
contributes greatly to the feeling at large that PBM is
dead or dying. The end objective, of course, is to try 
and begin transforming the PBM scene towards a 
better looking, better functioning, more appealing, 
and more enticing state of being.

For my own part, I think that it is a worthy cause. Will
everyone agree? Maybe not. We don't have to all 
agree, and ultimately, we don't have to get every 
PBM website improved, or improved to the same 
degree, in order to accomplish something positive 
for PBM gaming.

On the functionality end of things, one thing worth 
pointing out about some of the oldest PBM websites 
on the Internet is that they tend to be HTML sites. 
They may not be the most aesthetically pleasing to 
the eye, but they will frequently be up and running 
when more recently-crafted PBM websites with 
greater functionality go down, for any of a variety of 
different reasons. That's not to say that one cannot 

incorporate reliability, functionality, and aesthetics 
into the same site. However, aesthetics are not the 
proverbial red-headed stepchild of either reliability or
functionality. The reality of the modern PBM Internet 
presence is that all three are of importance, for all 
three are legs of the same table.

A good starting point, I think, is for you, for each of 
you that read this that are willing, to just pick one 
PBM website at a time. You don't have to overdo it. 
We don't have to get this all done in a day. Rather, it 
should be an ongoing process. Realistically, 
everyone isn't likely to participate, I don't think. In 
fact, most may not. But that's just it – not everyone 
has to participate, in order for us to make progress 
and to effectuate positive change across the PBM 
scene.

Good luck! I hope that you will join me in this 
endeavor to audit PBM websites to and fro across 
the PBM scene.

PBM - The Journey Begins
Robert Strudwick

About a year ago I stumbled upon a web page
for the Rick Loomis PBM game, Starweb. I
believe it was the result of one of my Wikipedia
‘rabbit-hole’ sessions that have become a habit
of mine in the past few years (such sessions
are interesting for sure, but I’m not sure how
much of the information is actually retained in my 
sieve-like brain!). Anyway, I kept the browser tab for 
Starweb open on my phone, promising myself I 
would go back to it and dig deeper later.

My experience of gaming goes back to the 80’s 
when I played several RPG’s - starting with Tunnels 
and Trolls and moving on to AD&D, Traveller and 
Call of Cthulhu (amongst others).

I had seen adverts for PBM in various 
magazines back then, which had intrigued 
me, but I never knew anyone who played 
them and never took the plunge myself.

Forward wind about 40 years, and we get 
back to the point where I’m down a rabbit-hole 
reading about Starweb. I was fascinated that the 
PBM medium was still alive and kicking in the 
2020’s, and experienced a kind of nostalgia for 
something I missed out on during its heyday. I began
reading more about the various games still running, 
first at Rick Loomis PBM, and then some of the 
more well-known games like Hyborian War. I got 
the impression that a lot of the games could be 
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classified under a ‘world-building’ theme, where you 
commanded large armies or tribes to control regions
of a fictional land. Personally, what I was more 
interested in, was something closer to the RPG 
games I had played in my youth – where you were 
controlling a single character (or a small party of 
characters). I had also got it into my head that I 
wanted to physically get something through the post 
- at least the turn results. I very much subscribe to 
the idea that in this day and age, it’s nice to get 
something other than bills and flyers coming through
one’s letterbox! The slow pace of such a medium 
also appealed to me. With the tendency nowadays 
to have instant access to so much information and 
entertainment, the possibility of printed turn sheets 
arriving by post felt refreshing and exciting.

Looking around the web, I began to get a little 
frustrated. I could appreciate that the hobby was 
now considered extremely niche in this technological
age, but I was disappointed to find a lot of confusing 
websites with dead links and lack of information for 
the beginner.

Luckily there were some decent sources of 
information out there, including the PlayByMail.Net 
forum and Suspense & Decision magazine. After 
some more reading up, I decided that I would start 
things simple and slow and chose the Rick Loomis 
PBM game Heroic Fantasy as my starting point. 
This seemed to tick all the boxes for what I was 
looking for – paper turn results (and in this case, 
paper order sheets too), a ‘slow’ game to allow for 
posting from US to UK, fairly simple rules and old-
school RPG mechanics.

Looking at the Rick Loomis PBM website, I 
understood that the PBM games offered were split 
off from Flying Buffalo after the passing of Rick in 
2019 (RIP). The information about the games was 
quite confusing and sometimes contradictory 
though, and a lot of the links on the website ended in
“404 error. Page not found”. This included the link for
the rules for Heroic Fantasy (made doubly frustrating
by the fact that I seem to remember the link working 
in the past. I just didn’t save the PDF then).
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I decided to use the ‘Wayback Machine’ (Internet 
Archive) to look at the old Flying Buffalo site 
instead, and perhaps find the rules there. This, 
luckily, proved to be a good idea, and I downloaded 
the rules from the archived site and started reading.

During my browsing of the old Flying Buffalo site, I 
was struck by some Heroic Fantasy artwork 
depicting a monster with flailing arms charging at a 
party of adventurers. It seemed so familiar 
somehow. Lying in bed that night it dawned on me 
that it must have been used in an advert in an old 
roleplaying magazine - and I had a good idea 
exactly which one!

In the early 80’s I had purchased a single copy of 
‘Sorcerer’s Apprentice’ magazine in - of all places -
a North London model shop that also sold 
roleplaying games. I had never seen the magazine 
before, as it was not generally available in the UK, 
but I was well-aware of Flying Buffalo as I was 
playing Tunnels and Trolls around then. Anyway, I 
got the magazine (for 50p !) and pored over it on 
many occasions. Somehow - being a rare magazine 
- it became a treasured item of mine, and I kept it 
together with some other favourite magazines in a 
binder.

The next day, I dug out the binder and began leafing 
through the pages of the magazine. And there, on 

the inside of the back cover, was the advert in 
question! I realised then that I had looked at that 
advert many times over the years, wondering what 
this so-called ‘PBM’ was all about.

Shortly after, I contacted Chuck at Rick Loomis 
PBM. And after some back and forth on email, sent 
$20 via PayPal to open my account. I followed up a 
couple of days later with my ‘starting party’ for 
Heroic Fantasy. Now I just had to wait for my first 
turn sheet to arrive by post!

In the meantime, I had been reading up about the 
game En Garde! and had found a game running in 
the UK called ‘Les Petites Bêtes Soyeuses’. This 
also provided paper turn results (as part of a 
monthly fanzine). I also signed up to this and 
ordered the rulebook online.

Almost two weeks had passed since I signed up for 
Heroic Fantasy, and I’d still not received anything 
from Chuck. I decided to leave it a few more days 
before I queried it, and the next day, a letter arrived 
with my starting turn information. Forty years on 
from that issue of ‘Sorcerer’s Apprentice’ (Issue 14) 
and I had started my PBM journey at last!

To be continued…
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Pub Meets and Conventions – Part 1
Richard Lockwood

Right. This should be fun. Pub meets and
Conventions. Oh, my! Insert deity of choice -
conventions! And pub meets! 

As a borderline alcoholic, these were
disastrous. (Again, stop sniggering at the back,
there!)

When you explain Play By Mail to people, 
particularly other gamers, one of the most frequent 
objections is something along the lines of; “but isn’t 
that a bit sad, playing a game by yourself, never 
meeting any of the other players?”

To which I’ve
always replied;
“Yes”.

It can be, but
it’s actually a
very sociable
hobby. If you
put the effort in.

In almost all the
games I’ve
played, there’s been a facility to add notes to your 
turn, comments to be passed on to another player, 
and back in pre-internet days, you could ring allies, 
send letters to foes, and generally communicate 
through “old media”.

But the most fun was always pub meets and 
conventions. Where you got to meet your remote 
friends/enemies face to face. And drink beer with 
them. That bit was always important.

So…

The first convention I ever went to was the BPBMA 
(British PBM Association) convention at 
Porchester Hall in Bethnal Green, East London. 
It’s a big old municipal hall, more used to hosting 
boxing. I turned up as a Saturnalia player, with a 
few quid in my pocket, a nose for a bar, and a bright 
head full of ideas. 

I get there, and, knowing no one, did the sensible 
thing of getting a pint in. Then, I wandered round the

hall, spotting a lot of heavy metal t-shirts, and
finally finding the Saturnalia stand. Loads - 
and I mean loads of blokes (it was almost 
entirely male, I’m sad to say) - stood round 
the stand, asking all kinds of questions (some
sensible, some silly) of the GMs. I’m 

assuming that Neil Packer and Simon Letts, the 
creators of Saturnalia, were there, but time has 
fuzzed my memory. 

For new PBMers in 1986, Saturnalia was huge. By 
far the biggest game in the UK. I hit the bar quite 
heavily, and drank beer, and talked bollocks with all 

kinds of 
wonderful 
people. People
who realised 
that interactive 
fiction was the 
way forward. 
Or so we 
thought at the 
time. 
Friendships 
were made 
(you may spot 

this as a theme throughout this series of articles), 
laughs were had, in-character threats were made, 
and generally a good time was had by all.

I took a wander, saw a bloke with massive peroxide 
blond hair on the stage, shouting out 
announcements (Hello, Wayne!), and just got 
chatting to other attendees. 

I chatted to a bloke who also played Sat, and he told
me he was one of “The Dangerous Brothers” in the
game. We had a bit of a chat and a laugh, then went
our separate ways. 

Twenty minutes later, I bump into a bloke with a 
huge flat-top haircut, who told me he was one of 
“The Dangerous Brothers” in Saturnalia. “Your 
brother’s just over there!“ I told him.  “I know,” he 
replied (turned out they were best mates).

The Dangerous Brothers went on to launch their 
own SCHMRPG, Pangea, and Seán (Dangerous 
Brother #2) became one of my greatest friends, 
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ever. This was 1986, 37 years ago, and I can still call
him when I’m in the darkest places and need a 
friend. Again, as I’ve said before, PBM isn’t a 
faceless hobby.

The rest of that convention is a bit of a beer coloured
blur. I may have met John and Robert, the Æs GMs.
I may have met a lot of people, but frankly, I can’t 
say for sure.

I got home. Somehow.

I met Wayne. And Seán. And Neil and Simon from 
Sloth Enterprises. And Nigel from Mystery and 
Adventure Games (who ran CRISIS! among other 
games). I met Mark Pinder, he of the bloody awful 
handwriting. . .(anyone who’s ever played Lands of 
Elvaria will know what I mean). 

Pub meets. Oh, pub meets. Pub meets are a 
different beast, altogether.

I’ve recounted in a previous post about my 
buggering off to London to a pub meet, instead of 
going to an exam, so I won’t repeat that. However, a 
couple of years later, I was living in London (having 
been kicked out of Newcastle University on a charge
of not turning up for all my exams…) and was able 
to regularly go to the monthly pub meet at the 
Crown on Brewer Street, Soho.

So, you turn up in the Crown, Brewer Street, the 
centre of Soho’s red light district, you look around 
the room, hoping to see someone you know. Hey, it’s
your first time here, anyone you’ve met at a 
convention? No. You’ve got two options. Do you just 
sit quietly in a corner, or do you barge into a group 
conversation because you recognise a logo on one 
guy’s t-shirt? (You can guess the rest). Knowing no-
one, but asking the bar staff where the pub meet is, 
they silently point to the stairs.

You walk up, and arrive in a crowded room; a room 
heaving with hairy blokes in Saxon t-shirts, geeky 
blokes, and, surprisingly, even a few girls! (PBM in 
the 80s was massively male-dominated).

Now, if you’ve never been to a PBM pub meet, 
here’s how your first one works: you turn up at the 
pub knowing no-one, get a drink, look around for a 
bunch of hairy arsed geeks, then start hoping 
someone will ask you what game you play. Then, a 
couple of beers in, you’re part of the crowd and 
you’ve made a load of new mates. Brilliant nights.

I’d see Wayne, Seán, John… all kinds of people, 
each month. We’d laugh, swap PBM stories, drink 
beer and talk bollocks. What more could you want 
on the first Friday of every month??

I had a whale of a time, after breaking the ice. I 
drunkenly signed up for at least one new game, I 
bought a t-shirt, and I smoked more cigarettes than 
I’d normally smoke in a week. ACE! So, that was my 
first convention.

Then, I moved back to Newcastle, started my own 
game, and my own pubmeet. And that’s the next 
chapter.

Over the years, I became a pubmeet regular. At the 
Crown, and the various venues after that when the 
Crown closed down (The Glassblowers Arms, that 
pub at Marylebone Station, the name of which 
eludes me), and loved every minute of them. While 
numbers dwindled over the years, they were never 
anything other than massively fun nights out.

Cheers,

Rich.
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Subscriptions for Suspense & Decision

Jon Capps has announced that subscriptions 
to Suspense & Decision magazine are now 
available. Just click on the image link, above, 
to take you to the Suspense & Decision 
website in order to subscribe to future issues 
of the magazine.

The SuperNova Wiki?

PBMer Raven Zachary has created several 
different wikis for various PBM games. One of
these is the SuperNova Wiki for Rolling 
Thunder Games' interactive play-by-mail 
game of galactic conquest, colonization and 
exploration, SuperNova: Rise of the Empire. 
Just click on the image link, above, to visit the
SuperNova Wiki right now.
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Really digging the PBM zine, although I nearly had a
stroke when I read that person say that Rick Loomis 
PBM is always on time. That couldn't be farther from
the truth. Right now, their Rift Lords game is 4 
weeks late, which is a little longer than usual. For 
the past 4 months, they have always been over a 
week or two late, every single time. I have not seen 
them run any of their games on time. When asked 
why, Chuck always says he held the game up, cos 
someone he knows was gonna be late with their 
turn. I, and two others, are gonna quit Rift Lords, 
because why would we send in turns, if he isn't 
going to run them? RLPBM is NEVER on time, with 
Rift Lords or Heroic Fantasy. Just wanted to let you 
know, you may quote me on this.

Jason Wilcox

The Road of Kings is the largest gathering of 
Hyborian War players on the Internet. Run by site 
proprietor Lloyd Barron, this is the “go to” place to 
seek advice from other players on how to play the 
PBM game that is Hyborian War. Dare to venture 
forth here to meet the greatest players of the 
modern era. Chat with other players, spend a 
lifetime sifting through the forum, or just make some 
new friends. A grand adventure awaits you there!

Legends is possibly the most in-depth fantasy game
on the market today, combining powerful game 
mechanics with vibrant and original game worlds. 

The Legends game system is rich in both complexity
and potential, allowing thousands of different 
stratagems and options, so that one can play for 
years and only begin to scratch the surface of the 
possible. The various modules each offer an entirely 
new world to be explored and conquered, all with 
their own unique races, monsters, histories and 
politics.
 
Explore on your own, or work as part of a larger 
faction. Roam the land as dragon-slayer, hero or 
sword for hire; lead a group of mercenaries or clan 
of orcs; command cities, armies, fleets. Rise to 
power through the use of steel, magic, politics, or 
perhaps a little of each. The worlds of Legends await
you; what you do in them is down to you. 

You can control up to 40 individual characters who 
have a variety of statistics, skills, titles and 
possessions. You can also control a similar number 
of armies, cities, markets and guilds, if you like a 
busy game. Alternatively you can enjoy the simplicity
of playing a hero and sidekick – making history in 
the lands owned by the Overlord players. 

All 50-100 players can compete individually, or ally 
into factions that attempt to achieve wildly varying 
victory conditions. Also you can set and seek to 
achieve your own goals, such as winning the Knight 
Championships three times in a row or developing 
your city to house the greatest market in the world. 
Or maybe you will simply be content to explore the 
incredibly detailed module in which you are playing, 
hunting out secret missions and fulfilling obscure 
prophecies. 

We are also proud to present LPE, a computer 
software package for the game. 

The future of PBM-Gaming, here today. 
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