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For James Miller

Thank you for welcoming us into your wonderful world.
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Author’s Note

While I was writing this book, a lot of wonderful people told me a lot of fascinating stories, many of which are recounted here. I generally use people’s real names, but in some cases pseudonyms are used at the request of those who shared with me.




Introduction: A Great Time to Be a Gamer

These days the bulk of our entertainment exists on screens. Between phones, tablets, computers, and televisions, the average American spends more than eleven hours a day on their devices, according to a 2018 report from the marketing research company Nielsen. Even books, magazines, and newspapers are often read on electronic devices.

So why is it that board games and card games are, by almost any measure, better and more popular than ever?

There are some analog reasons, such as spending time with friends and family and improving cognitive function. In one study, the risk of dementia was 15 percent lower among those who played board games than in those who did not;1 in another, playing board games was associated with higher cognitive function at age seventy;2 in a third study, playing the ancient game of Go for two hours a day five days a week led to “significant improvements” among children with ADHD.3 And don’t underestimate the appeal of plain old nostalgia. There’s something timeless and wonderful about gathering around a game table, even if many of your gaming memories involve family squabbles while playing Monopoly on Thanksgiving.

But ironically, much of the credit for the current renaissance of tabletop gaming must be given to those very same digital devices we’re so obsessed with. The thing is, you can only buy what you can find, and what takes a few seconds today (thanks to those devices) used to take a lot of effort.

Before the internet, most people bought games at big-box stores like Toys“R”Us and Walmart. By the very nature of those stores, the games that appeared there were expected to sell hundreds of thousands if not millions of copies, making it rare to see a game without a familiar publisher such as Milton Bradley (acquired by Hasbro in 1984), Parker Brothers (acquired by Hasbro in 1991), Selchow and Righter (the original North American publisher of Scrabble and Trivial Pursuit, aquired by Hasbro via Coleco in 1989), Mattel, Ideal, and Pressman. Local toy shops tended to have a limited selection of tabletop games, and those they did carry were usually children’s games. There were dedicated game stores here and there, along with a few mail-order opportunities—the Baltimore-based game company Avalon Hill, for example, included an order form for additional games in its game boxes—but finding quality new games that could be enjoyed by adults was generally accomplished by only a dedicated few.

Today, it’s an entirely different story. Thousands of new games are published every year, many by small, creative companies that simply would never have been able to survive without the ability to connect with customers via the internet.

At Kickstarter, the most popular crowdfunding website, the games category has generated more revenue than any other, and tabletop games—including board games, card games, and roleplaying games—are the biggest success stories by far. Project backers pledged more than $176 million to more than 2,700 successful tabletop game projects in 2019, vastly outpacing the $16 million pledged to video games.4 And Kickstarter’s impact on the board game industry continues to grow: On May 1, 2020, the epic fantasy board game Frosthaven became the most successful board game ever launched on the service, raising nearly $13 million from more than 83,000 backers.5 Not every game launched on Kickstarter is funded, but those numbers are solid evidence that the world of indie game design and publishing has never been stronger. That’s great for gamers because it means we’re treated to an ever-increasing number of fantastic games.

Impressive as that $176 million is, it’s still a small slice of the overall tabletop gaming pie. For example, Hasbro, whose game catalog includes evergreen titles like Monopoly, Magic: The Gathering, and Dungeons & Dragons, reported more than $1.5 billion in revenue from its gaming category in 2019,6 up more than 21 percent over the past five years.7

Just as the internet has made it easier to find exciting new games, it has also made it simple for gamers to find one another and share their thoughts about those games. One of the best resources is the website BoardGameGeek.com, which boasts an amazing database of games rated by gamers around the world and is home to a dazzling variety of videos, game reviews and previews, game designer diaries, forums, and much more. The Geek, as it’s affectionately known, has a huge influence on the hobby gaming industry, best explained by a few numbers: BGG has 2.5 million registered users (I’m proud to be number 48), 5 million unique visitors every month, and nearly 100 million page views per month. Game publishers love seeing their games appear on The Hotness, the Geek’s constantly updated list of the fifteen most-viewed game pages that’s displayed, by default, on every page of the site. (And BGG users love to debate how much impact being listed on The Hotness really has!)

Scott Alden cofounded BGG in 2000 while working full-time as a video game software developer. Six years later, the website had become so popular that he left his other job to run the company, one of the earliest signs of the dramatic expansion the board game industry was about to undergo. The Geek now has twenty employees and seventy-five volunteer administrators. In addition to running the multifaceted website, BGG hosts two BGG.con game conventions in the Dallas area every year, plus one on a cruise ship.

Another early sign of the pending board game renaissance was the 2005 emergence of The Dice Tower, a podcast created by Tom Vasel. Over the past fifteen years The Dice Tower has grown into an entity that hosts more than two dozen podcasts (including three of my favorites: This Game Is Broken, Ludology, and Board Games Insider), organizes annual conventions (one on each coast of the U.S. and a third on a cruise ship), presents an annual set of board game awards, and creates far too many videos to count: The Dice Tower YouTube channel typically posts six new videos every day. Six new videos. Every. Day. Six! It’s fair to call The Dice Tower a small media empire.

Speaking of YouTube, Wil Wheaton’s Tabletop premiered there in 2012 and ran through 2017. On that show, Wheaton and some of his celebrity friends played games like Dead of Winter, Lords of Vegas, and Love Letter. More than 3.6 million people have watched Wheaton and his friends play The Resistance. In 2013, the show helped launch International Tabletop Day, which became a worldwide celebration of tabletop games. The popularity of Tabletop, its successor show (in spirit if not in actuality) Game the Game, and other board game–focused YouTube channels such as Shut Up & Sit Down (274,000 subscribers), Watch It Played (188,000), BoardGameGeek’s main channel (112,000), and Man vs Meeple (57,000) is a true measure of how dramatically the tabletop games industry has grown. Twenty-five years ago, very few people around the world made a living designing board games; today, people make a living creating YouTube videos about board games.

With board games exploding throughout popular culture, the buyers at big-box retailers like Target and Barnes & Noble started to take notice. Board games—and not just the perennial best sellers or games published by huge companies—appeared on their shelves. Seemingly overnight, what could easily have stayed a niche trend became mainstream. Wits & Wagers, a terrific trivia game from indie publisher North Star Games, is a perfect example of this transition. At the time Wits & Wagers first appeared in Target in 2006, North Star Games had two employees, both of whom had gone without a salary for much of the company’s three-year existence. Now fourteen years later, the game has sold nearly two million copies and the company has grown significantly. Yet as brilliant as it is, Wits & Wagers may never have been sold in Target if not for the overwhelmingly positive attention it first garnered from websites like BoardGameGeek and About.com, along with the internet’s ability to spread the news of the awards it won from places like Mensa, Games magazine, and the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel.

So, yeah. The impact of the internet on today’s amazing board game scene cannot be overstated. But neither can the importance of the explosion in game variety over the last two decades. A visit to your local game shop, or Target, or Amazon, or any online game store will reveal a dizzying array of options. The BoardGameGeek database, by far the best single source of information about published games, shows that thirty-one years ago—in 1989—nearly 900 games and expansions were published. That number grows dramatically in later decades: about 1,200 games in 1999, more than 3,300 games in 2009, and an unbelievable 5,000 games in 2019. That’s more than a dozen new games every day.

Quantity alone means nothing. But among those thousands of games have been many bona fide gems, games of remarkable creativity and depth with a previously unthinkable assortment of themes. Wingspan, an award-winning strategy game designed by Elizabeth Hargrave in which players compete to attract the best birds to their network of wildlife preserves, is an international hit and was featured in the Wall Street Journal. Pandemic, Matt Leacock’s cooperative game where players work to eradicate diseases across the globe, has been a best seller for more than a decade. If you’re a fan of zombies, or opera, or football (whatever that word means to you), or pandas, or the fashion industry, there’s a game for you.

Truly, there has never been a better time to be a gamer.

And I should know. I’ve been playing board games since the mid-1970s, when my younger sister, Lisa, and I faced off with classics like Sorry! and Connect 4 and played Monopoly and Clue with our parents. Diplomacy became a favorite in high school, while Euchre and Risk took center stage at college. By 1999, I had fallen headfirst into the world of German and European games like Settlers of Catan, Elfenland, and Adel Verpflichtet. For about a decade and a half, I wrote about board games for the website formerly known as About.com. (It has since morphed into the media company Dotdash, and some of the articles I wrote are still featured at The Spruce.) My personal game collection topped out at more than a thousand until I undertook a focused effort to get it down to a more reasonable size through 2018 and 2019. Today, I own about three hundred games, most of which are contained in thirty-six square feet of shelves from Ikea. (By the way, if you need game shelves, I highly recommend the Kallax line, but more on that in chapter 5.)

How to Host a Game Night is my love letter to game nights. Whether it’s a quiet evening at home with my wife, Beth, a lazy Sunday afternoon with a handful of friends, a holiday spent with family, or a daylong gathering of thirty die-hard gamers, game time is my Zen time. It’s a chance to cut loose, to play, to stay connected with old friends and make some new ones. Few things are better than getting a group of friends together on a Thursday night to relax over a beer and a few friendly rounds of Can’t Stop and Sagrada.

As fun as game nights are, hosting one—especially for the first time—can be intimidating. There are so many wonderful board games… should you choose ahead of time? Let your guests pick? What game will set the right tone and make sure everyone has fun? And the pressure of choosing the right game is just the half of it! What food do you serve? When do you tell guests to arrive? How late will they stay? Where are you going to put everyone?!

Trust me, I get it. Over the years Beth and I have hosted a lot of game nights, game days, and even ten-day-long game events. When we started, we had no idea what we were doing. We spent days preparing the first time we invited a group of friends over to our house, and we were scurrying around, trying to finish things up right until the doorbell rang. Thankfully, we’ve learned a few things along the way. Decide what games you want to play in advance and learn the rules. Whenever possible, serve drinks in bottles—with lids. And relax, because game night will be fun.

Some relatively simple planning can greatly reduce any stress you’re feeling. Whether you want a quiet night of two-player games or a weekend-long event with a dozen friends at a cabin on the shore of Lake Superior; whether you’re a first-time host or a seasoned pro looking to level up your gatherings, you’ll find plenty of tips and tricks to give you the tools and confidence you need to host an unforgettable night. At the end of most chapters, you’ll find a section highlighting some great games to inspire you and get you started off on the right foot.

As you plan your next (or first!) game night, remember that the goal is to have fun, to share smiles with your friends and family, and to create memories that will strengthen your bonds. Do that, and you’re in for some good times. Game on!
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When I’m not playing board games, I’m a hobbyist woodworker. Like many woodworkers, one of my heroes is Norm Abram, longtime master carpenter on This Old House and former host of The New Yankee Workshop. When Abram wrote a book of advice culled from his decades of work, he titled it Measure Twice, Cut Once. “Measure twice, cut once” is a cardinal rule in woodworking because mistakes at the measuring stage will lead to exponentially larger problems—and serious headaches—down the road. Preparing adequately at the start of a project helps everything else go smoothly.

The same concept holds true for many things in life, including game nights: most often what makes a game night successful isn’t the games you play or the food you eat—it’s all the work you, as the host, do in advance. Laying the groundwork for a successful game night doesn’t have to be difficult, but it does take a little focused effort to make your guests comfortable and ensure the night goes smoothly.


PREPARING FOR A SUCCESSFUL GAME NIGHT

Before our friends Tom and Dana Diehl moved a few hundred miles away (due to a job change, not to avoid me, or so I’ve been assured), they hosted semiregular game nights. These were usually six-player gatherings, involving Beth and me along with another couple, Mark and Amy Hager. Tom, Mark, and I were roommates when we attended Temple University, so we have a long history of gaming together. At Temple in the late 1980s and early 1990s, we played countless hands of the traditional trick-taking card game Euchre with an occasional foray into global domination via Risk.

By the time we were getting together at Tom and Dana’s house, the entire gaming landscape had changed. Games like Catan, Dixit, and Dominion were (or would soon be) international hits. We helped playtest the original Betrayal at House on the Hill, a game that caused Mark to constantly wonder, “Who on earth is letting children wander into this house?” At one memorable session, we learned how terrible we all are at the dexterity game Ring-O Flamingo, in which players launch life preservers toward flamingos on an elevated board while trying to avoid alligators. If you’re ever counting on one of us to toss you a life preserver, I apologize in advance. And please be sure to have your affairs in order.

We loved going to Tom and Dana’s for game night. Dana always had a great spread of food and drinks, and Tom… well, I’m sure Tom must have done something. The first floor of their house was open concept before open concept became the most common phrase uttered on HGTV and we played in the dining area, between the kitchen and the living room, a perfect location with plenty of bright light. It was, above all, a comfortable place to be. Tom and Dana were great hosts because they made us feel welcome. The care and consideration that went into not just the food and drink but also the company we kept, the games we played, and the way they set up the house to make it easy to play all added up to a terrific evening time and time again.

As a host, you’re responsible for the experience of your guests. Erin Fiscus, who hosts regular game nights with her husband, Josiah, puts it well: “People have fun when I want people to feel welcome and comfortable the moment they walk in my door.” I couldn’t agree more, and that process starts with setting clear expectations.

SETTING EXPECTATIONS

Let’s be honest, scheduling a game night is easy. There are two steps: (1) Set a place, date, and time. (2) Let people know. Boom. Mission accomplished. Let’s play games!

Not so fast. While it’s true that game nights are generally casual, laid-back events, inviting a bunch of people over is sure to bring questions—many of which your guests may never ask out of a sense of politeness, but which they’ll have anyway. Should I bring games? Food? Can I bring a friend? Are we playing silly wacky party games or heavy thinky strategy games? If I show up late, will everyone already be playing a game, leaving me to wander the room awkwardly watching other people have fun? Will Sean be there?

A prepared host will preempt at least a few of those questions in their invitation. Properly setting expectations involves more than answering the basic questions of where and when. Longtime game-night host John R. Ilko is a pro at this. He hosts two monthly game nights at his house, one on the second Friday of the month, the other on the fourth Saturday of the month. His invitations, sent by email to about three dozen friends, go something like this:


Hey, everyone! Tomorrow is the second Friday in January, so let’s play some games! I’d love to play Terraforming Mars with the Turmoil expansion, but if you’d like to play anything else specific, please yell it out, and we’ll try to have it on hand. If it makes you happy, feel free to bring a soda or what-have-you. It’s definitely not necessary, and we’ll have snacks on hand. We’re going to get started right at 5 p.m., so if you’re able to make it, shoot me an email or text so that we can know how many to plan for. See you soon!



This is a great invitation. Friendly and welcoming, full of details, yet short enough that people are likely to read the entire thing. John points out that snacks and simple beverages will be provided, letting guests know that a full meal will not. Especially for an after-work game night, that’s crucial information. Many people do prepare full meals and provide beer, wine, or cocktails at their game nights and anything is fair game. Your duty as host is to let people know so they can plan accordingly.

In the same spirit, John’s invitation tells you what type of games are going to be on the table. Terraforming Mars is brilliant in many ways, but it’s a two-hour (or more) strategy game that boasts a sixteen-page rulebook. It’s not for everyone. Then again, no game is. One woman’s Gloomhaven is another man’s Bananagrams, and that’s one of the first things you need to realize before hosting a game night. Not everyone is going to like the same games, and that’s okay. I’m flexible when it comes to choosing games; it’s easy enough to convince me to dive into a deep strategy title like Terraforming Mars or Twilight Struggle, and I love playing party games like Codenames and Just One. Many people have stronger preferences. No matter what games speak to you, give your guests fair warning so they can show up with bells on or bow out as they see fit.

One final but essential note about John’s invitation: he’s very clear about the start time for the event. When it comes to game night, guests who show up fashionably late can mean a delayed start to the game or inadvertently leaving people out. We’ll talk more about the flow of a game night in chapter 4, but if you need to start at a certain time, be clear with your guests. If you are planning to be flexible, you’ll still want a sense of when folks plan to arrive, so be sure to ask that they let you know when they RSVP.

BEFORE THE GUESTS ARRIVE

There are a few things every host should do that almost go without saying. Cleaning is one of them, but you’d be surprised by how many people get so wrapped up in choosing the game and setting up the board that they forget to wipe down the bathroom. You want your home to look far more presentable than the apartment Tom, Mark, and I shared in college. (It’s amazing we made it out of there alive.) As game-night veteran Vanessa Shannen-Anderson says, “You’re hosting, make sure your house is tidy. Some people get uncomfortable with a messy place, especially if there’s food near their very expensive games.” However, Vanessa adds, it’s important to not obsess. “Don’t worry about making it perfect,” she says. “Everyone is going to have fun.”

Clean any room that guests are likely to use, especially the game room and the bathroom. It’s also a good idea to have hand sanitizer and wipes available for guests who may be concerned about germs. In many games, the components are passed among players with great regularity, and it can help to clean those pieces periodically. Con crud is the slang term for any illness that spreads at a game convention. You don’t want the same to happen at your game night!

Food and drink are also high on the list of must-do prep work. The last thing you want is for your guests to walk in ready to play games only to discover you frantically making guacamole. Whether you take a minimalist approach or channel your inner Bobby Flay and cook spice-crusted salmon, you need to decide at least a day or two before game night to give yourself time to shop and prepare.

Experienced game-night host Jeremy Thigpen has a fantastic checklist of sorts to help prep for a game night that goes well beyond cleaning: he makes sure there’s ice in the freezer, builds a music playlist on YouTube, sends invitations by text, lets the neighbors know about game night since he lives in a town house, solicits game ideas, and—on those occasions when the session is going to last twelve hours or so—orders a trophy or prize that fits the theme of the games they’ll be playing.

While you wait for a text from Jeremy (hit me up, Jeremy!), remember that your game nights should reflect your personality. Some people go all out. Others prefer a more laid-back approach. It’s all good. What matters is that you and your guests are comfortable and everyone has a good time.

There are, though, two indispensable pieces of preparation specific to game nights. The first is laying out the games. If you know exactly who’s coming over and what you’re going to play, having the game completely set up before anyone arrives is ideal. I love showing up to a game night where we can jump right in. Having the table ready to go when your first guests arrive sends a clear message that game night is important to you and you value their time. If you haven’t chosen a specific game, no worries. Place a stack of four or five options on the table to help focus the conversation about what to play. When I go to a friend’s house and see hundreds of games on their shelves, I could spend an hour happily browsing their collection. If you want to actually play a game, that’s a problem! I’ll see dozens of games that look great and never settle on one. By narrowing the choices to a handful of preselected options, you’re doing me—and your other guests—a favor.

Second, you need to learn the rules to the games you expect to play.


THE ART OF EXPLAINING GAME RULES

If playing a game is the equivalent of eating a big piece of cherry pie (or whatever your own favorite dessert is, although science conclusively proves the correct answer is cherry pie), learning the rules of a game is the equivalent of eating a large helping of broccoli. That is, unless you like broccoli—in which case maybe you like learning game rules, too, and we should become friends so you can teach me all the rules. But we need to eat our vegetables, and teaching game rules well is essential to keeping a game night flowing and fun. Generally, teaching the rules is the responsibility of the person who owns the game. The host, however, should make sure the game owner is ready to go—and if they aren’t, the host needs to either find a volunteer or take on the responsibility themselves.

The good news is that teaching the rules is a skill that can be learned. And if I can learn it—at least to the point where I do a serviceable job—trust me, you can learn it, too. Teaching rules is such a substantial and 100 percent unavoidable part of game night, I’m going to spend a fair amount of time discussing it. You’re free to skip ahead, of course, but if you do I’m confident you’ll be back soon enough—just like what happens when you skip ahead in a rulebook.

My favorite person to learn a new game from is my friend James Miller. He starts each game by announcing in his smooth, radio-quality voice something like, “Welcome to the wonderful world of Pandemic.” (And, yes, the only time the words wonderful world can be associated with pandemic is when James is teaching the rules to a game.)

Teaching the rules well and efficiently is essential because, frankly, most of us don’t have much patience for the process. Totally understandable—after all, people are there to play the game!—but playing the game well means knowing the rules, so you need to get creative and keep it short. Rodney Smith, host of the BoardGameGeek YouTube channel Watch It Played, is a master of this. Rodney’s natural charisma and easygoing style make it downright fun to learn the rules. And I’m clearly not alone in thinking so. His video explaining the rules of Scythe, a heavy strategy game set in an alternate-history version of the 1920s, has been watched more than nine hundred thousand times. More than sixty of Rodney’s videos have been watched at least a hundred thousand times.

So when Rodney offers advice about explaining a game’s rules, I listen. And he doesn’t hold back when describing how much the success of a game night rests on the shoulders of those who explain the games. “I think the rules teach is the most important aspect of the game night,” Rodney says. “The teach will be most people’s first experience of the game, and it will either set them off on a journey of adventure they feel well equipped to take on, or it will leave them lost and confused, and in bad spirits.”

I wholeheartedly agree. Understanding a game’s rules is essential to enjoying the experience. Going into a game confused about how to collect resources or how to score points is a surefire recipe for frustration. As a player, you don’t necessarily need to know every nook and cranny of the rulebook the first time you play a game, but you sure want to be confident that someone at the table does. Now, that doesn’t mean the teacher is doomed to carry the weight of the world all on their own. If you have a group that’s open to this, it’s perfectly fine to ask people to watch a short video ahead of time—or, if you’re truly nervous about teaching the rules and there’s no other option, you can watch it together at game night. Seriously, if you’re trying to learn a game and Rodney has a video explaining the rules, save yourself some time and watch his video. I’ve learned many games that way and often use his videos as a way to judge whether I want to buy a game I’ve been considering. Another must is checking to see if anyone has uploaded a player aid or rules summary to BoardGameGeek. Many popular games have tremendously helpful user-created player aids and summaries.

When your guests have assembled at the table, Rodney and James both recommend starting with the game’s theme to give them an overall sense of what’s going on in the game. After the theme, Rodney says, there should be “a tour of the components, then the objective, and then a general sense of the gameplay.” James adds, “Another very important thing to point out early, and often, is how to score. Or how not to lose.”

Only then should you get into the real details.

You won’t be able to do a good job of any of that if the first time you’re opening the rulebook is when everyone is seated at the table. Preparation is key. Let’s use Horrified as an example. Horrified is a family strategy game in which everyone works together to defeat various monsters like Dracula and the Creature from the Black Lagoon. Prior to game night, James and Rodney would set aside between thirty and ninety minutes to learn the rules for Horrified well enough that they’re comfortable explaining them. It may require less time for a simpler game and more for a complicated one. However long it takes, don’t skimp on this step. “Too many hosts don’t give themselves enough time,” Rodney says. “They’re forced to rush, leaving some of the rule learning [until] the gamers are there—which can create a disjointed teaching session.” I’ve learned this lesson the hard way many times. Unless you want irate guests, arguments, or near chaos, it’s a terrible idea to be teaching yourself at the same time you’re teaching your guests.

James and Rodney both believe in a solo practice session whenever possible, teaching the game to no one in particular but running through their entire presentation to make certain it sounds coherent. “I like to know the rules well enough that I can explain the game without referring to the rulebook,” James says. “I want to absorb the rules and understand them so I can put them in my own words.” Their approaches to learning a game do differ slightly. Rodney prefers to set up the full game in front of him while he learns; James tends not to.

They both spend time looking through the game’s components, such as any tokens, markers, cards, and figures, to be sure they know what function they serve and what they’re called. “When I explain the game, however, I do not necessarily stick to the names the rules use, especially if they use obtuse names,” James says. “If the names correspond nicely with the theme, perhaps I will use the correct names.” In other words, don’t use unnecessary jargon. Some groups I’ve played with refer to the money within a game by the exact term used in the rules—lira in Viticulture, credits in Xia: Legends of a Drift System, or elecktro in Power Grid—and that approach can add to the atmosphere of gameplay and enhance the sense of theme. But many groups enjoy the same games just as much by referring to the money as—generically and admittedly U.S.-centrically—dollars. Know your group’s preferences and adjust your presentation accordingly.

Another key point: encourage questions! People may hesitate to ask questions for fear of looking stupid. Alleviate their concern by stopping periodically to see if anyone has questions. That doesn’t mean you have to answer every question right away. If the question fits better later in the explanation, it’s fine to say, “Great question. We’ll get to that in a minute.”

At the same time, it’s critical to not leave out anything significant. “Be thorough, but not to the point of obsession,” is how James puts it. In some cases, it makes sense to delay a portion of the rules explanation until the game is underway—but be careful if you do this and tell the other players what you’re doing and why. As James says, “No one wants to be halfway through the game and hear, ‘Oh yeah, there’s this other rule I should have told you.’ ”

Yep. The infamous midgame “I forgot one thing.” I can hear your exasperated sighs from here and all I can say is I’ve been there. I call these games asterisk games and have played dozens, maybe hundreds, of them through the years. Come to think of it, every game I’ve lost was an asterisk game.… Odd. Seriously, having been on both ends of the one-more-thing moment, it’s never fun. If you teach a game and leave out one rule, it will inevitably be a rule that—when revealed—undoes the entire strategy of one player who’s been working up to a massive, game-changing play for the last forty-five minutes. Probably the grumpiest player. All you can do is apologize, and hope that everyone can move on. If you’re on the receiving end of a midgame rule reveal, be kind. The person teaching you the game didn’t mean to leave it out. Take a deep breath, ask for any clarity you need, and play on. It is, after all, only a game. (If you suspect the rule was left out intentionally, politely ask where the restroom is, climb out the window, and go home. That’s borderline psychotic behavior, and you should never play another game with someone who does that.)

Now that you’ve taken in James’s and Rodney’s expert advice, I recommend watching the YouTube video “How to Teach Board Games Like a Pro,” produced by the team at Shut Up & Sit Down. Host Quintin Smith (better known as Quinns) calls explaining the game rules “the worst part of any board game night” but offers simple, concrete suggestions to make it better. He boils the process down to ten excellent tips, including: use examples, ask if the players want a dummy round before the real game starts, and do not try a tag team approach to teaching game rules. I strongly endorse all of those, especially the last one. Trying to learn a game from two or more people at the same time is typically a miserable experience. Actually, strike typically and insert always.

One final tip before we leave the broccoli section of this book: if you’re in the middle of a game and a rules question comes up that you can’t find quickly in the rulebook, google it. Very specifically. For example, searching “Azul what happens if a player can’t fit tiles on a pattern line” will lead you to a discussion on BoardGameGeek where you’ll instantly learn that it’s bad news for that player. If they can’t put any tiles on their pattern line, where tiles score positive points, they still have to pick some up and put them on their floor line, where tiles score negative points. I can’t count the number of times I’ve googled a specific rules question and found it answered on BoardGameGeek or Reddit, often by either the designer or publisher.


TEACHING GAME RULES: DOS AND DON’TS

DO:


	Watch a rules explanation video.

	Practice your presentation.

	Start with the theme and the overall goal.

	Incorporate and explain the game’s components.

	Use plenty of examples.

	Encourage questions.



DON’T:


	Read from the rulebook.

	Let other players “help” you explain the rules.

	Forget anything important!
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