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Games:
Europeans flock
to strategic play
of board games

Continued from Page El

teraction; players often negotiate
or bluff, and all stay in until the
end. Strategy, more than roll-and-
move luck, rules the board.

In Europe, such games are a
common part of family life, News-
papers review them, publishers
promote the hottest game design-
ers, and a giant annual game festi-
val in Germany creates block-
busters with its awards, Although
German-style games started creep-
ing into the U.S. market in the
mid-1990s, the genre here remains
largely un-advertised and under-
ground, nurtured by a growing
number of playing groups that
meet in living rooms, restaurants
and bookshops.

“It'’s basically grass roots. It's
word of mouth. There's no main-
stream media attention,” says
Scott Alden, one of the founders of
a Dallas-based Web site called
BoardGameGeek.com.

Geek is a term of endearment,
Alden insists, embraced by the an-
alytical minds that populate many
American game groups. Board-
GameGeek * has grown from
100,000 visitors per month a year
ago to 500,000 a month now, and
has attracted enough advertising
for Alden to work on the site full
time.

Despite that growth, he's not
sure German-style games will find
their niche here.

“I think the world would be a
better place,” Alden says. “You sit
around and laugh and talk face-to-
face. You get that social connec-
tion.”

But American families are so
hooked in to television and video
games, he says, that there may be
no time — or no will — to leamn
new sets of rules.

Getting into the game

Like most gamers, Humphrey
grew up with American standards
such as Monopoly. They didn't
warm his heart.

They're so much a part of the
culture “that you probably
wouldn’t have a proper childhood
without them,” he says. “Games
that reward bullies or incredible
luck—they have their own place.”

He majored in math at Willam-

WCL Jd7e2-2

When people ask Boardgame
News editor Rick Thomgquist for
his favorite German-style games,
he advises them to start with
three “great gateway games”
that transform regular people
into players:

Ticket to Ride won Germany’s
prestigious Spiel des Jahres
(Game of the Year) prize in
2004. Players compete to create
train routes across a map of the
United States. Ages 8 and up.
Carcassonne won the Spiel des
Jahres prize in 2001. Players fill
up the medieval French coun-
tryside by building things like
roads and farms. Ages 8 and up.

3 German-style games to get you hooked

The Seftlers of Catan, the
most popular German-style
game, sold millions of copies
and won the Spiel des Jahres
prize in 1995. It was credited
with kindling the German-style
game movement in the United
States. Ages 10 and up.

To find German-style games,
check out local specialty stores,
such as Rainy Day Games in
Aloha, Bridgetown Hobbies and
Games in Portland and Ancient
Wonders in Tualatin, or go on-
line to www.funagainga-
mes.com. Rainy Day Games
and funagaingames.com carry
KC Humphrey's Havoc: The
Hundred Years War.

A playing card from KC
Humphrey's Havoc: The Hundred

Years War.
SEp362-7

He built prototypes by hand,
cutting game pieces from recycled
state reports and dollar-store floor
tiles, He traveled from game group
to game group, where frank players
told him what worked and what
didn't. Brooks, a friend and the
chief technology officer for an e-
finance software firm, took Hum-
phrey’s prototypes on business
trips, testing them with game
groups across the country.

In 2004, the Humphreys and
Brooks decided to launch their
own company. Based on reviews
from players in two marathon play
tests, the card game Havoc would
be their first release,

Humphrey wanted it to be as
beautiful as other German-style
games, which lavish attention on
playing pieces, boxes and boards.
SunRiver stretched its art budget to
license brilliantly illustrated battle
scenes from a 13th-centurv Bible,

enough to cover that cost. “We
weren't interested in losing
money,"” Humphrey says.

Instead, they pieced out the
work to a card maker, a box maker
and a printer, then spent several
weekends with their families, pop-
ping more than 2,000 together in
kitchen-table assembly lines.

In North America, “nobody gets
rich in the game business,” says
Rick Thornquist, editor of the on-
line game-review magazine Board-
game News. “There's a joke: How
do you make a small fortune in the
game business? Start with a large
fortune.”

One of the biggest German-style
hits, Ticket to Ride, sold 350,000
copies in Germany after winning
the game-of-the-year prize in 2004.
Although its designer and pub-
lisher are American, the game sold
just 25,000 copies in the U.S.

Still, Humphrey and Brooks say
Havoc is close to selling out its first
print run, and they have already
moved on to the next set of proto-

types.

Finding the market

On a recent weeknight at the
Fireside Coffee Lodge on Southeast
Powell Boulevard, Humphrey ran
members of a new playing group
through rules for a game with six-
sided tiles, and watched carefully
as they worked out strategies.

“It's kind of like love songs,”
Humpbhrey says. “Not everybody's
going to love it. But if a bunch of
people like it enough to buy it
that's OK.”

The partners aren’t expecting to
quit their day jobs, or even to con-
vert the world to German-style
gaming, he says.
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alytical minds that populate many
American game groups. Board-
GameGeek ~ has  grown from
100,000 visitors per month a year
ago to 500,000 a month now, and
has attracted enough advertising
for Alden to work on the site full
time.

Despite that growth, he's not
sure German-style games will find
their niche here.

“I think the world would be a
better place,” Alden says. “You sit
around and laugh and talk face-to-
face. You get that social connec-
tion.”

But American families are so
hooked in to television and video
games, he says, that there may be
no time — or no will — to learn
new sets of rules.

Getting into the game

Like most gamers, Humphrey

up with American standards
such as Monopoly. They didn’t
warm his heart.

They're so much a part of the
culture “that you probably
wouldn’t have a proper childhood
without them,” he says. “Games
that reward bullies or incredible
luck— they have their own place.”

He majored in math at Willam-
ette University, graduating with
highest honors, His passion was
composing folk-rock music, which
he still plays with the worship team
at Sunnyside Foursquare Church.

Humphrey says he didn’t get se-
rious about games until he met his
wife, Rita. With her three children,
then ages 3, 5, and 7, they were “a
ready-made game-playing family,”
he says.

They married nine years ago,
not long after a small American
game publisher decided to take a
chance by importing the German
hit Settlers of Catan. In Settlers,
players didn't simply take tums
and move. They developed an un-
explored island, fought a robber
and traded resources such as grain
and bricks in an attempt to domi-
nate the board. Because each roll
of the dice can affect every contes-
tant, there was little down time.

For American players, it “was
just like the British pop invasion,”
Humphrey says. “Everybody said,
‘Wow! A whole new way to play
board games!' "

A game from scratch

The couple started spending
evenings with some of Portland’s
dozen or so German-style playing
groups, such as the Rip City Gam-
ers. They collected more than
1,200 games; a rented storage unit
now functions as their library. A
few years ago, Humphrey designed
a game for an online contest and
felt the familiar thrill of composing.

A playing card from KC
Humphrey’s Havoc: The Hundred

Years War.
SE03%62-7

He built prototypes by hand,
cutting game pieces from recycled
state reports and dollar-store floor
tiles. He traveled from game group
to game group, where frank players
told him what worked and what
didn't. Brooks, a friend and the
chief technology officer for an e-
finance software firm, took Hum-
phrey’s prototypes on business
trips, testing them with game
groups across the country.

In 2004, the Humphreys and
Brooks decided to launch their
own company. Based on reviews
from players in two marathon play
tests, the card game Havoc would
be their first release.

Humphrey wanted it to be as

beautiful as other German-style P€

games, which lavish attention on
playing pieces, boxes and boards.
SunRiver stretched its art budget to
license brilliantly illustrated battle
scenes from a 13th-century Bible.
But a professional publisher
would have charged $10 for every
game made. Americans balk at
high-priced games, and the part-
rers knew they couldn't charge
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do you make a small fortune in the
game business? Start with a large
fortune.”

One of the biggest German-style
hits, Ticket to Ride, sold 350,000
copies in Germany after winning
the game-of-the-year prize in 2004.
Although its designer and pub-
lisher are American, the game sold -
just 25,000 copies in the U.S.

Still, Humphrey and Brooks say
Havoc is close to selling out its first
print run, and they have already
moved on to the next set of proto-
types.

Finding the market

On a recent weeknight at the
Fireside Coffee Lodge on Southeast
Powell Boulevard, Humphrey ran
members of a new playing group
through rules for a game with six-
sided tiles, and watched carefully
as they worked out strategies.

“I's kind of like love songs,”
Humpbhrey says. “Not everybody's
goingtoldveit.Butifabunchdf '
ople like it enough to buy it,
that's OK.”

The partners aren’t expecting to
quit their day jobs, or even to con-
vert the world to German-style
gaming, he says.

“We knew going in that it wasn't
going to be a big moneymaker,” he
says. “We were hoping we might
make enough money to make the
next game.”




