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Looney Labs was founded 
in 1996 by Kristin and An-
drew Looney. Our mission 
is to create fun games 
like Fluxx, Just Desserts, 
Loonacy, and games for 
Looney Pyramids.

LooneyLabs.com

www.beziergames.com

Bezier Games, Inc. pub-
lishes award-winning party 
and strategy games, in-
cluding One Night Ultimate 
Werewolf, Suburbia, Castles 
of Mad King Ludwig, Terra, 
and Favor of the Pharaoh.

BezierGames.com

Gamelyn Games, founded 
by Michael Coe and best 
known for their Tiny Epic 
games, delivers thought 
provoking, high quality, and 
affordable products with 
top-notch customer service.

GamelynGames.com

SlugFest Games wants you 
and your friends laughing, 
shouting, and having a good 
time with games that are easy 
to pick up and hard to put 
down. If you love humor and 
clever mechanics, then you’ve 
come to the right place!

SlugfestGames.com

Daily Magic Games is a 
designer-friendly and cus-
tomer-focused publisher 
specializing in casual tab-
letop games that are easy 
to learn and play, yet lay-
ered with strategy and 
depth.

DailyMagicGames.com

Mayday focuses on light, fam-
ily-friendly games like Get Bit!, 
Walk the Plank, Click Clack 
Lumberjack, and Coconuts, plus 
some strategy games like Boot-
leggers and Viceroy. We also 
manufacture an extensive line 
of card sleeves and accessories.

MaydayGames.com

APE Games is the publisher 
of several great games, 
including Rolling Freight, 
duck! duck! GO!, Island 
Siege and the inexplicably 
popular Order of the Stick 
Adventure Game.

ApeGames.com

U.S. Games Systems has 
been producing quality 
games and specialty play-
ing card decks for over 40 
years. Our wide selection of 
games has something for 
every age and interest.

USGamesInc.com

NSKN Games is a small and ro-
bust publisher of games that 
combine engaging themes 
with cerebral gameplay. Regu-
larly present on Kickstarter 
since 2014, we are also known 
for delivering quality products 
ahead of schedule.

NSKN.net

SPONSORS



Game time is quality time! 
Our four award-winning 
games have gone from our 
kitchen table to homes in 
many countries. When you 
want an engaging, port-
able, fun game, remember 
Grandpa Beck’s Games!

GrandpaBecksGames.com

Our mission at Renegade 
Game Studios is to publish 
games that are fun, challeng-
ing, and unique. We believe 
that gaming is for everybody 
and that everybody is a gam-
er; you may have just not 
found that right game yet!

RenegadeGames.com

Goldbrick Games publishes 
games that are challenging, 
exciting to play, and most of 
all...fun! Our line includes Per-
petual Commotion and Skōsh, 
the trivia game for people who 
have more fun figuring it out 
than knowing it all.

GoldbrickGames.com

Green Couch Games, found-
ed by game designer Jason 
Kotarski, makes great little 
games that make great big 
connections; specializing in 
easy-to-learn card games 
for families, gamers, and 
families of gamers.

GreenCouchGames.com

FoxMind publishes and distributes 
an array of original games that are 
cunningly fun while underlying 
beneficial mind-sharpening skills. 
Founded in 2000, the company of-
fers academically endorsed edu-
cational games, strategy games, 
and social party games.

FoxMind.com

Undaunted, back in 2005 
we set out to create a line 
of games designed to get 
people out of their comfort 
zones and have fun while 
doing it.

HaywireGroup.com

An indie studio from sunny 
little Singapore founded by 
long time designer Dominic 
Huang that focuses on 
games that have either very 
unique themes or different 
mechanisms from the 
current tabletop universe.

Medievalords.com

Blue Orange Games is a 
leading creator of tabletop 
games that excite and chal-
lenge all ages. The com-
pany is driven to inspire 
families to “unplug” and 
connect over a game.

BlueOrangeGames.com

TM

Stratus Games publishes 
quality casual games for 
bright minds! Our fun line 
of games includes the 
award-winning Gold Mine 
and Eruption, the hilarious 
improv party game Off Your 
Rocker, and more.

StratusGames.com

SPONSORS



You and your adventuring companions have slain the dragon, but can you 
survive the afterparty? Get ready to crack jokes, throw punches, and spend 

your last gold piece on the fine brews of  The Red Dragon Inn! Will you be the last 
adventurer standing, or will you end up sleeping in the stables?

In The Red Dragon Inn, each player takes on the role of  a unique adven-
turer trying to survive a wild night of  roughhousing, drinking, 

and gambling at the tavern. Because you’re all healed up and 
sober, your Fortitude starts at 20 and your Alcohol Content 
starts at 0. As the game progresses, those numbers start inching 
toward each other. If  your Fortitude and Alcohol Content 
markers meet or cross, you pass out and you’re out of  the game!

Meanwhile, players are enjoying their hard-earned gold in the 
best way possible: by recklessly spending it! Each player starts 

with 10 Gold in their stash, and throughout the game that 
pile will dwindle as they pay the bar tab, engage in drink-

ing contests, and try their luck at games of  chance. If  
a player ever runs out of  gold, they get sent to the 
stables and lose the game!

This is where your character deck comes into play. Each player has access to a character with their 
own unique strengths and weaknesses. Mastering your character’s advantages will ensure victory 
against your comrades, so why don’t we go and meet our cast of adventurers?

SPONSORED COVER STORY65



Since The Red Dragon Inn’s debut in 2007, it has launched 13 expansions, swelling the cast of available 
characters to a staggering 29 adventurers! With this vast library of characters, and new ones on the 
horizons, players have the ability to mix and match new combinations of heroes each game. 5

Fun Fact:Fun Fact:

Fiona the VolatileFiona the Volatile
This brash warrior maiden is quick with a sword…or axe, or dagger, or any other sharp, pointy 
thing she can get her hands on.

The Good: She’s more than capable of  dishing out and taking 
serious physical abuse, and her formidable constitution 
allows her to drink a lot!

The Bad: For all her strengths, she’s not very good at keeping 
track of  her gold.

 Gerki the SneakGerki the Sneak
Gerki’s a shifty halfling whose pockets are always full of  gold. A master of  poisons, mecha-
nisms, and stabbing people in the back, Gerki has saved the lives of  his friends many, many 
times. Of  course, if  he wasn’t so darn useful they most likely would have killed him by now!

The Good: Gerki is so good at gambling that some people suspect 
that he might be cheating.

The Bad: Yeah, he’s cheating.

Deirdre the PriestessDeirdre the Priestess
Deirdre uses the power of  the Goddess to protect and heal her friends and to smite the wicked 
creatures of  the deep dungeons. She’ll also smite anyone who treats her like a bimbo, even 
though she’s not above working her good looks to get her way.

The Good: The Goddess keeps Deirdre protected from harm.
The Bad: The Goddess’s protection does not help against alcohol. 

Deirdre is a cheap date.

Zot the WizardZot the Wizard
Zot might have had a cushy job teaching magic theory at the Wizards’ College, had he not been 
saddled with Pooky, a psychotic, binge drinking bunny rabbit, as his familiar. 

The Good: Zot is good at card tricks, and, hence, is good at gambling. 
His mastery of  many magical spells keeps him well 
protected, whether he’s roughhousing, drinking, or gambling.

The Bad: That rabbit is insane. Seriously.

7 5



GAME REVIEWS

Flip City
Sometimes a game will come along that combines two game genres, turning them into something new and fresh. 
Flip City does just this by merging deckbuilding with a press-your-luck element — and the result is fun, strategic, 
and addictive.

In Flip City , players are building a town. Rather than 

having a hand of cards, they have a deck from which 

they can draw. On a turn, the active player can draw 

as many cards as he likes, one by one. Cards can earn 

victory points, gold coins, and unhappy citizens. If a 

player draws too many unhappy citizens, his turn is 

automatically over. The press-your-luck element comes 

in when drawing cards. You can always see the top card 

of your deck but not what is underneath it. Some cards 

will force you to play them if they rise to the top of your 

deck, adding more unhappiness and potentially ending 

your turn. Do you want to keep drawing for more gold 

to buy new cards? Or stop now and avoid potentially 

missing out on the buy phase of your turn altogether?

The game calls itself a “microdeckbuilder,” which makes 

sense because the deckbuilding aspect of Flip City is 

extremely simple. There are only four card types you 

 

can choose to add to your deck (five if you include the 

optional Office expansion that comes in the box). But 

the game brings additional depth (and a clever design) 

by having a different building, with different abilities 

and bonuses, on each side of a card. For instance, 

you can add a Convenience Store to your deck, and 

then later spend gold to flip it over and turn it into a 

Shopping Mall. You can also flip the cards back again 

for additional bonuses. Figuring out which cards make 

effective combinations is a lot of fun, and which cards 

you flip quickly changes your strategy.

A player wins the game by earning eight victory points 

in a single turn or playing at least eighteen cards and 

a Convenience Store. These two separate victory con-

ditions also offer different strategies towards winning, 

increasing the replay value and giving a vast amount of 

depth to a seemingly simple game.

Between elegant and easy-to-learn rules, the clever card 

design, and cozy artwork, Flip City is a lot of fun. There 

is limited player interaction, but turns are quick so you 

always feel engaged. Since there are always new card 

combos to try and different approaches to take, you can 

keep coming back to Flip City again and again.

MSRP: $20 
Designer: Chen, Chih Fan 
Publisher: Tasty Minstrel Games 
1-4 players, ages 8+, 30-50 mins.

Naomi Laeuchl i
Game Reviewer  and 
Casual  Game Groupie

85



Dragonwood
You meet a dragon in the woods. How are you going to defeat it? Strike it with a sword? Stomp on it? Or defeat 
it with the power of your terrifying (or terrified) scream? In Dragonwood, the object is to win the most victory 
points by defeating monsters in battle.

Crea tu re  ca rds  a re  l a id  ou t  in  the  midd le  o f  the 

tab le .  Each one requi res you to ro l l  h igher  than a 

cer ta in number to  success fu l ly  capture i t .  To earn 

d ice ,  you must  p lay Adventurer  cards .  I f  you wish 

to  s t r ike  a  Creature ,  you must  p lay  a  spec i f i c  se t 

o f  ca rds .  S tomping  requ i res  ca rds  tha t  a re  a l l  o f 

the same number,  and screaming needs them to be 

of  an ident ica l  co lor.  The number of  cards you play 

determines the number of dice you are able to rol l .  I f 

you rol l  the number necessary to defeat the creature, 

you may place i t  in your v ictory pi le .

Enchantments can a lso be won in batt le .  These are 

not worth v ictory points ,  but they do g ive a player 

powerful  abi l i t ies that he can use in future batt les . 

Event cards occasional ly appear when you draw new 

creatures,  which is  a nice touch to br ing home the 

theme of adventurers quest ing through a forest .

When you f irst see Dragonwood ,  you might worry that 

i t  won’t  be ab le  to  ho ld  an adu l t ’s  a t tent ion .  But 

whi le  the gameplay is  def in i te ly  s imple enough to 

appeal to chi ldren, i ts c lever blend of cards and dice 

offers intr iguing gameplay options. The two elements 

complement each other nicely:  a game that has more 

strategy than your average dice game, and more luck 

than your average set col lector.  The number of  cards 

you play impacts the dice you rol l ,  which gives rise to 

fun press-your-luck decisions; while giving thought to 

which monsters you attack and which cards to col lect 

i s  impor tan t  i f  you  hope  to  become the  g rea tes t 

hero  in  Dragonwood .  The a r twork  i s  gorgeous and 

the components l ive up to Gamewright ’s usual  h igh 

standard.  I t ’s  a l ight game that is  a perfect  opener 

to a game night but a lso fun for  repeated plays over 

the course of  an evening.

MSRP: $15 
Designer: Darren Kisgen 
Publisher: Gamewright 
2-4 players, ages 8+, 20 mins.

C a s u a l  G a m e  I n s i d e r    W i n t e r  2 0 1 6 9 5



Renaissance Wars
Renaissance Wars is an elegant trick-taking game, 
with a rich and nuanced theme that adds weight to 
the gameplay.

I n  th i s  game,  p laye rs  each  take  on  the  ro le  o f  a 

famous f igure f rom Renaissance history.  As you earn 

money, you advance forward through the Renaissance 

era. The object of the game is to be the f irst player to 

earn enough money to reach the Age of Enlightenment. 

Money is earned by collecting sets of cards and taking 

t r icks.  Di fferent event cards are added to the deck 

as the game progresses,  which capture the feel ing of 

moving forward through history.  Many of  the game 

cards feature histor ica l  drawings and paint ings,  and 

you can tel l  that the designers were passionate about 

thei r  theme.

A t  f i r s t ,  the  game can  seem daunt ing ,  s ince  the 

rulebook uses i ts  own terms for fami l iar  concepts . 

But you quick ly real ize that the mechanics are ones 

that  wi l l  be fami l ia r  to most  p layers ( t r i ck- tak ing , 

t rump cards,  card sui ts) ,  and the game immediate ly 

becomes access ib le .

During the first phase, players compete in skirmishes. 

The start ing player plays a card. Other players do not 

have to fo l low sui t  and may play any card of  thei r 

choice.  Af ter  a player wins a ski rmish,  he may earn 

money by playing a card combinat ion such as four 

queens or  s i x  ca rd types f rom one su i t .  A f te r  the 

ski rmish phase (which cont inues unt i l  the deck runs 

out) ,  the bat t le  beg ins and p layers aga in compete 

for  t r icks,  but th is t ime there are set ru les for  which 

cards you may play and when. The two di fferent ru le 

sets for  the ski rmishes and the batt les ensure that 

you have to th ink ahead and plan strategies for  two 

di fferent scenar ios.

There are some smal l  opportuni t ies for  backstabbing 

other players, and each character comes with i ts own 

unique abi l i t ies .  For instance,  Wi l l iam Shakespeare 

can wr i te  p lays and Chr is topher Co lumbus can set 

sa i l  to  d i scover  new lands  — th i s  a l l  adds  to  the 

enjoyment. 

P lay ing  Rena issance  Wars  fee l s  l i ke  an immers ive 

exper ience .  I t  does an exce l lent  job o f  evo lv ing a 

t r ick- taking game into something with a l i t t le more 

heft .  I f  you’re looking for  a longer game, th is one is 

perfect  as the main feature for  a game night .

MSRP: $50 
Designers: Karen Boginski, Jody     
      Boginski-Barbessi 
Publisher: U.S. Games Systems 
2-4 players, ages 12+, 40-60 mins.

C a s u a l  G a m e  I n s i d e r    W i n t e r  2 0 1 65 10



The Resistance: Avalon
Social deduction isn’t for everyone, but if you enjoy games like Werewolf or Coup, then The Resistance: Avalon is 
filled with all the bluffing, backstabbing, and trickery you could possibly want.

Players are each deal t  a loyal ty card,  which secret ly 

in forms them whether  they are a loya l  fo l lower of 

K ing Arthur,  or  a Minion of  the evi l  Mordred.  Every 

round a cer ta in number of  p layers are se lected to 

go on a quest .  P layers a l l  vote on the group chosen 

for  the quest  and no group can be sent  wi thout a 

major i ty vote.  Af ter  the vote has passed, the quest 

begins. Each player on the quest has a success and a 

fa i lure card.  Each of  the questers secret ly p lays one 

of these two cards into a pool, which is then revealed. 

Depending on the quest ,  one or  two fa i lu re  ca rds 

wi l l  resul t  in an unsuccessful  miss ion.  In order for 

the heroes to win the game, they must successful ly 

complete three of  the f ive quests . 

What  se ts  Ava lon  apa r t  f rom i t s  s i s te r  game,  The 
Resistance, is  the inclusion of characters.  One player 

is secretly dealt the Merl in card. Merl in is on the side 

of  good and knows which players are evi l .  However, 

Mer l in has to be careful  not to be too obvious when 

sabotag ing Mordred’s team, because at  the end of 

the game Team Evi l  may assass inate the player they 

be l ieve  i s  Mer l in .  I f  they ’ re  cor rec t ,  they  win the 

game. There are a slew of other addit ional characters, 

each  w i th  the i r  own un ique  ab i l i t i e s .  Tr y ing  ou t 

d i fferent combinat ions of  them is a fun way to keep 

the gameplay f resh and to mix th ings up.

The game is wel l -balanced for  the number of  p layers 

a l lowed,  and whi le  any theme would work for  the 

game, the Arthur ian sett ing is  perfect . 

Players have a lot more information than in Werewolf . 
You have to keep track of  who voted whom onto the 

quest ,  which players were on miss ions that fa i led, 

and determine who is Merlin. This kind of bluff ing and 

mind game certa in ly won’t  be for  everyone, but for 

those who do enjoy these e lements,  The Res istance: 
Avalon  is  one of  very best games of  i ts  k ind.

MSRP: $20 
Designer: Don Eskridge 
Publisher: Indie Boards & Cards 
5-10 players, ages 13+, 30 mins.

C a s u a l  G a m e  I n s i d e r    W i n t e r  2 0 1 6 11 5



IOTA
IOTA is a clever little game that comes in a tin box 
that can fit in the palm of your hand, be carried 
anywhere in your purse or pocket, and be taught in 
five minutes.

IOTA is simple and doesn’t believe in overcomplicating 

itself. The game consists of 66 cards. Each card has one 

of four different colors, shapes, and numbers. Cards are 

played on the table in straight lines, adding on to other 

lines, and building off of other players’ cards. The goal 

of the game is to score points by creating sets of 2 to 4 

cards. In each set, each feature of the cards must either 

be all the same or all different. The points you earn equal 

the number displayed on each of the sets onto which you 

played that turn. Wild cards can be used to help create 

sets, but if another player can replace it with a card from 

her own hand, she may pick it up to use again.

Since any two cards can create a set, players are virtually 

never stuck without a valid move. This means that unlike 

other abstract, pattern-based games, you never become 

frustrated, repeatedly drawing cards until you can finally 

make a legal combination. At the same time, keeping 

an eye out for plays that will earn you the most points 

keeps the game challenging. When a player successfully 

completes a set of four cards, the points they earn that 

round are doubled. If you complete a second set of four 

cards on the same turn, those points will be doubled 

again. This ensures that players can make dramatic 

comebacks and that no one is out of the running until 

the last card is played.

IOTA takes a familiar game concept and perfects it. What 

it does, it does really, really well. Plus, you can easily 

take the pint-sized tin with you wherever you go. Just 

make sure you have enough table space available when 

you break it out.

MSRP: $8 
Designer: Gene Mackles 
Publisher: Gamewright 
2-4 players, ages 8+, 30 mins.

C a s u a l  G a m e  I n s i d e r    W i n t e r  2 0 1 65 12



For a complete l ist ,  v is i t  CasualGameRevolut ion.com/games

Publ ishers :  would you l ike 
to see your games reviewed 
or added to this l ist? Please 
send 2 sample copies to:

Casual  Game Revolut ion 
1000 N.  Beel ine Highway #259 
Payson, AZ 85541

Alpha Bandits
Backstab
Bang! The Dice Game
Batt le Sheep
BraveRats
Camel Up
Can’t  Stop
Carcassonne
Cast le Panic
Chocoly
Cube Quest
Dragonf lame
Dragonwood*
Dungeon Rol l*

Erupt ion
Evolut ion
Fastrack
F l ip C i ty*
For Sa le
Forbidden Desert
Forbidden Is land
Get B i t !
Get Lucky
Gold Mine
Gravwel l
Hanabi
Hive
Hold Your Breath

Indigo
IOTA*
Just  Desserts
Juxtabo
Kerf l ip !
K ing of  New York
King of  Tokyo
La Boca
Lanterns
Let Them Eat Shr imp!
Love Letter
Ninja Dice
Pairs
Qwixx

Ratt lebones
Rel ic  Expedit ion
Renaissance Wars*
Sel lswords
Splendor
Stuff  &  Nonsense
Surv ive
Sushi  Go!
Takenoko
The Hare &  the Torto ise
The Resistance: Avalon*
Ticket to Ride
Tsuro
Walk the Plank

Casual  Games

Party Games
20 Express
Apples to Apples
Att rAct ion
Bel lz !
CDMC 3000
Choose One!
Coconuts
Concept

Last  Word
Loonacy
Off  Your Rocker
Pick les to Penguins*
Pluckin’  Pai rs
RANDOMonium
ROFL!
Sketch i t !

Skōsh
Smarty Party
Spot I t !  Party
Snake Oi l
Taboo
What’s I t ?
Wits and Wagers
Word on the Street

*Newly added

RECOMMENDED GAMES

Pickles to Penguins
What do hammers have in common with coffee mugs? What 
links records to pancakes? And what about rolling pins and 
spoons? Making these connections is exactly what Pickles 
to Penguins is all about.

Players are each dealt twenty-five cards. Each of these 

cards features a type of object, place, or animal. The 

rest of the deck forms the draw pile. Two cards are 

drawn from the deck and placed in the center of the 

table. Players must think of a connection between either 

of the two items shown and one of the cards in their 

hands. When a player makes a connection, he says it 

out loud (i.e., “both piggy banks and safes are used to 

keep money”), and places his card on top of the one to 

which it connects. Play continues until one player has 

gotten rid of all his cards. There are over five hundred 

cards included in the game, each of which is double-

sided, so you don’t have to worry about the same cards 

reappearing too often.

Gameplay is often fast, chaotic, and comical. With every-

one playing at once, you have to think fast if you want 

to keep up, and it’s not uncommon for things to get a 

bit crazy. Needless to say, Pickles to Penguins is a lot 

of fun. It is one of those games that is better the more 

people you have playing. We recommend bringing this 

out when you have a large gaming group together. 5

MSRP: $27 
Designer: (Uncredited) 
Publisher: Outset Media 
2+ players, ages 8+, 5-20 mins.

13 5



What’s your dream? In those idle moments at your work desk, when your thoughts drift away 
from your assigned task, what do you wish you were doing? As gamers, we all spend time 

wishing we could play more games. And there’s a good chance we’ve all had a go at designing our 
own. So our shared dream is almost certainly the idea of  designing games for a living. How great 
does that sound!

Matt  Thrower
Freelance Board and 
Video Games Journal ist



The reality, of  course, is that most hobby games don’t make that much money. The majority 
of  designers make games for the fun and fascination of  it. That their hobby happens to earn 

them a little extra income is just a happy coincidence. Yet there are a very few who’ve managed to 
live the dream; people who earn enough from game design to make a living.

Amongst the fu l l - t ime designers 

is probably the most famous game 

des igner  on the p lanet ,  Re iner 

Kn i z i a .  ( L o s t  C i t i e s ,  S amura i , 
and  Ra  are  a  few examples  o f 

h is work.)  Being a fe l low gamer, 

you’d expect h im to understand 

t ha t  y ea rn i ng  so  many  o f  u s 

f e e l .  I  h a d  t h e  p l e a s u r e  o f 

i n te r v i ew ing  h im ,  resp lenden t 

in  h i s  t rademark  bow t i e ,  and 

he doesn’t  d isappoint .

“Everybody becomes a game designer,  a hobby game 

des igne r,  because  they  love  games ,”  he  to ld  me . 

“You ’ l l  keep  i t  as  a  hobby  and you ga in  a  l o t  o f 

experience, and then, i f  you are lucky, you gain some 

successes.  Then, when you feel  yoursel f  reasonably 

establ ished a l ready in the wor ld of  games,  I  th ink 

doing the jump to fu l l  t ime is not so r isky.”

Th is  s low and s teady route is  the way most  o f  us 

presume ful l - t ime designers get to where they are. 

I t  was  how Kn i z i a  came to  be  where  he  i s ,  a f t e r 

accumulat ing some sav ings dur ing h is  tenure as a 

senior manager in the banking sector.

I t ’s not ,  however,  the only route.  With some luck and 

a lot of ski l l ,  some designers risk going ful l-t ime after 

one super-success fu l  re lease .  One such is  Anto ine 

Bauza.  When I  asked him about how he came to be 

ful l - t ime, he answered with two words:  “7 Wonders!”

He was a l ready part - t ime in paid employment when 

his f i rst  game 7 Wonders  came out in 2010.  Fol lowing 

i ts  r ise to fame, he was able to switch over to game 

design ful l -t ime. “Thanks to the success of this game, 

I  can go on designing more games,” he cont inued. 

“That ’s hugely lucky.  I ’m aware of  that !”

I f  you’ve ever tr ied to design your own game, you’l l 

know that one of the key act ivit ies is playtesting — 

the iterat ive loop of playing your game over and over 

again, gathering feedback, and incorporating changes 

for more testing. I suspect it’s one of the main hurdles 

at which most amateur designers fal l .  Personal ly, I ’ve 

never managed to stomach it for more than a handful 

of rounds. 

For Reiner, however, i t ’s actual ly one of his favorite 

parts of the job. “Playtesting is the l i feblood of game 

design,” he stated. “So essential ly we play every day. 

I  enjoy playtesting. You have a certain feel ing in your 

head how it should be, and then you test this against 

real i ty. I t ’s almost l ike a l i t t le Christmas every t ime 

you play it. Because I see what really comes out. What 

works and sometimes, very frustrat ingly, what does 

not work.”

Antoine offered s imi lar  sent iments,  te l l ing me that 

“ f in ished games are not  exc i t ing anymore.  When a 

game is done, I  don’t l ike to spend t ime on it ,  I  want 

to make something fresh, a new project.” He admits it 

takes him around 200 playtests and 2 years to f inish 

a design. 

For  Re iner,  i t  takes  h im anywhere between a  few 

months and several years. “They need to r ipen,” he 

said. “They need to have their time. You can’t force it.”

Reiner  Kniz ia
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When most of us playtest, we do it with our established 

gaming groups. But that’s often not an option for a 

professional designer. “I always make an effort to play 

with the target group,” Reiner explained. “So for kids 

games I go to school, and with family games I try to 

play with normal famil ies, who are casual players.”

Doing so creates an unexpected and fun paradox. “I f 

they love the game,” he continued, “they become real 

players, and then they’re spoi led for being the real 

target group!”

Working with different types of players is vital because 

they give the designer di fferent k inds of feedback. 

“The most striking feedback you get from kids,” Reiner 

told me. “You do not need to ask them if the game 

is good or not. You ask them, ‘Do you want to play 

again?’ You watch them, you see what they do. They 

don’t treat the pieces nicely, or arrange them neatly 

in from of them.”

I can’t help but wonder if this love of playtesting might 

be one of the keys that separate successful designers 

from amateurs. Another could be a seemingly boundless 

supp ly  o f  ideas .  The  two men found insp i ra t ion 

everywhere: from media, other people, other games — 

so many that Reiner described it as being “like a curse.” 

What’s perhaps more surprising is how much energy 

full-time designers have to devote to other activities in 

the industry, softer skil ls than the cycle of design and 

test. Reiner explains it well, using an example that’s 

readily at hand as we talk.

“If you give an interview, I cannot send somebody else 

and say, ‘Do the interview,’” he pointed out. “Also, if I 

talk to publishers, it has to be me that does that. I think 

I understand my games best. So I travel a lot, talking 

to the publishers, seeing their reaction to the games.”

He points out that this sort of communication has to be 

a two-way process. “I see their reaction and I learn,” he 

continued. “I learn better what to show them next time. 

They’re much closer to the f inal market: the people 

who buy the product. So I think this feedback is vital 

and I would never personally use an agency to market 

my games.”

Antoine has to travel a lot, too, for similar reasons. “I 

travel each year to four gaming conventions: Cannes, 

Tokyo,  Indianapol is ,  and Essen,” he revealed.  “My 

other travels are to visit publishers and my co-designer 

friends.”

He’s also upfront about how much he disl ikes these 

sorts of activities, something many of us could relate to. 

But, l ike Reiner, he obviously feels that it’s important 

to do them himself rather than employing an agent.
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The biggest quest ion I  had, though, was one c lose to 

my heart. As much as I love writing about games, there 

are t imes when i t  can suddenly feel  l ike work.  When 

you’re s i t t ing on an unsavory ass ignment on a niche 

t i t le ,  o r  up aga ins t  a  t ight  dead l ine ,  fo r  ins tance . 

Doing something as a profess ional  can suck the joy 

out of i t .  I  wondered: does the same thing eventual ly 

happen with game design?

Antoine sympathizes,  i f  only just  a l i t t le .  “L ike other 

jobs,  you somet imes don’t  want to do i t  and dream 

of making something e lse,” he said.  “But designing 

games for  a l iv ing was my chi ldhood dream. So I ’m 

quite happy where I  am today!” 

Reiner is  even more posi t ive.  “ I t ’s  as pleasurable as 

ever,” he gushed. “The best dream job I  could have 

because I  love what I  do.  I  th ink that appl ies to any 

Antoine  Bauza poses  with  h is  game Hanabi ,  which  won the Spie l  des  Jahres  award in  2013.

Reiner  Kniz ia  p ictured with  The Hobbit ,  publ ished 
in  2010 by  Fantasy  F l ight  Games
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job.  I f  people that d idn’t  l ike games had to design 

them, they wouldn’t  do a good job.  So i t ’s  not the 

specif ics of the job, just the love of it .  Do what you’re 

good at and what you want to do.” 

He does concede that there are advantages to part -

t ime design.  “ I  enjoyed having both the job in the 

bank and the hobby of the game design, because when 

you stand on two feet ,  the one refreshed the other,” 

he expla ined. “You know, i f  I  s i t  in th is long,  unpro-

duc t i ve  meet ing ,  then I  cou ld  a l so  do some game 

design and v ice versa.  So I  th ink i t  keeps you sharp. 

I f  you have a l l  the t ime in the wor ld,  there’s a r isk 

you become ineff ic ient .  The task expands unt i l  the 

t ime is used up.”

For a l l  that Reiner eulogizes about mixing design and 

desk work,  and te l ls  me about how important i t  is 

that people love their job, I can sense there is some-

thing else. He’s a man who so clearly delights in what 

he does, so full of ideas and passion, that there must 

be something more. Eventually during our conversation, 

I stumbled on what it is. An additional motivation that 

all game players can relate to.

“I work in an industry where you’re actually delivering 

something which people really love,” he pointed out. 

“I was in the mortgage business and people like their 

mortgages, but it’s not something they get really enthu-

siastic about. Games bring a lot of enjoyment to lots of 

people, and that’s a great reward which I could never 

get from mortgages however much I l iked that job.” 5
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W hile board games he lp us  deve lop and foster  laudable  sk i l l s  and exper iences,  our 
hobby i s  mere ly  an enjoyable  means to  these  g reater  ends.  This  i s  espec ia l ly  t r ue 
when i t  comes to  p lay ing g ames wi th our  chi ldren.  Or a t  leas t ,  i t  should be. 

So,  rather  than asking,  “How do you ra ise  a  chi ld that  loves board games?” the quest ion that  I 
wish to take up is,  “How do you use board games to ra ise  chi ldren who know they are  loved?” 
Shor t  answer :  “I  don’t  know.”

Before  you wr i te  me off  complete ly,  hear  me out .  My chi ldren are  only  e leven and th i r teen, 
so the jur y  i s  s t i l l  out .  However,  th is  i s  an outcome to which I  have focused my at tent ion for 
many years.  And whi le  I  do not  have any proven tact ics  to  share,  I  do have some ins ights  and 
exper iences  that  are  wor th recount ing.  In  other  words,  I  have made A LOT of  mistakes  and 
hopeful ly  my fa i lures  can provide you wi th the guidance that  I  l acked.

The Game is Not the Thing

I t was  ea r l y  on  a  Fr iday  n i gh t  when  my  daugh te r 
brought  me a  bat tered Clue  box wi th an expectant 

look in  her  eyes. 

In  a  moment  that  wi l l  not  make i t  onto my “father  of  
the year”  c l ip  tape,  I  looked up at  her  and sa id ,  “You 
want  to  p lay  a  g ame? Cool ;  what  do you want  to  p lay?” 
My daughter stared at me for a moment and then si lently 
turned to return the box to the she l f.  As I  watched her 
turn and leave the room, I real ized I had lost a moment.

As my lout ish behavior shows,  i f  you want to use board 
g ames as  a  way to  assure  your  ch i ldren that  they  are 
loved, whatever your gaming taste,  you must be resolved 
to meeting your chi ldren where they are.  And whi le this 
i s  a  gu ide l ine  that  most  board gamers  in i t ia l ly  fo l low, 
pat ience  can wane.  Most  of  us  can  fe ign  enthus iasm 
for  the  f i r s t  f ew g ames  o f  Ba t t l e s h i p  and  Candy l and ; 
however,  the  tenth  or  e leventh  request  to  p lay  these 
g ames i s  of ten met  wi th g roans. 

Of  course,  l ike many board gamers with young chi ldren, 
I  sought  to  expand  my  ch i ld ren’s  g aming  pa l e t t e  by 
buying and teaching them age-appropr ia te  g ames that 
we re  more  eng ag ing  than  the  o ld  s t andbys.  To  the 
credi t  of  both my chi ldren and the g ames ’  des igners, 
these  g ames  qu ick ly  became co l l ec t ion  favor i tes  and 
my chi ldren often asked to  replay  them.  However,  my 
chi ldren s t i l l  asked to  buy and p lay  g ames that  I  found 
ted ious  and uninspired . 

After  what  I  have named “The Clue Snafu ,”  I  dec ided 
to  t reat  ever y  g ame that  I  p layed wi th my k ids  as  my 
favor i te  g ame.  I  made my answer  to  ever y  board game 
offer  a  resounding “Yes !”  –  and ever y  t ime I  p layed,  I 
found something to adore about the game I was playing.

Through th is  process  I  learned a  few th ings.  The f i rs t 
th ing I  learned i s  that  any g ame can be made fun wi th 
a  hea l thy  dose  o f  g ood-na tu red  smack  t a l k  and  the 
occas ional  in-game “s ide bet” that  resul ts  in  the los ing 
par ty  wear ing a  shaving cream beard.  The second thing 
I  learned i s  that  k ids  who have fun p lay ing “mindless” 
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games are more l ikely to have fun playing heavier games. 
Final ly,  I learned that when playing games with children, 
ver y  of ten  the  g ame i s  i r re levant .  When my ch i ldren 
opt  to  p lay  a  ro l l -and-move board game,  a  luck-based 

card game,  or  a  mindless  dexter i ty  g ame,  chances  are 
they are  more interested in  ta lk ing and laughing than 
they are  in  p lay ing.

Sometimes Parents Should Be Seen 
and Not Heard

It was a (different) Friday night and my daughter had invited 
two of  her friends over to our house for a sleepover. 

Throughout the years, often at my children’s insistence, 
I had served as occasional game master for g roups of  
children ranging in size from two to eight. On rainy days 
or after night had fallen, I would often select a title for the 
group to play, teach the rules, and oversee gameplay. Among 
some of  my children’s peers, I had gained a reputation as 
“the board game dad.”

Shortly after the girls had arrived, they asked me if  I had 
a fun game that they could play. Pleased by the request, I 
pulled out New York: 1901 and proceeded to tell the girls 
how they could acquire plots of  land and build skyscrapers. 

The four of  us sat together and played out a game, talking 
and laughing throughout. As we completed the game, both 
of  our guests asked to play again. Notably,  my daugh-
ter was silent. Notwithstanding this, I consented to play 
another game.

Throughout the second game, my daughter was distracted. 
She played, but without any real focus or obvious joy she 
had shown during the prior game. The game eventually 
ended and the girls dispersed to the upstairs bathroom 
where they concocted exotic (and, one might say, disgusting) 
facial treatments from the contents of  our kitchen.

The next morning, after her friends had been picked up by 
their parents, I asked my daughter if  she enjoyed playing 
the game. She looked at me quite seriously and said, “I wish 
we had only played once.” Upon hearing this, I realized 
I had made a por tion of  her play date into my own. I 
recognized that I had allowed my desire to be “the board 
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game dad” overwhelm my obligation to be “the dad.” It 
was a sobering and important recognition. 

It is f lattering to be admired, even by 12-year-olds. This 
is compounded by the fact that my children are proud of  
my hobby and how much fun many of  their friends have 
when I teach them a new game. However, in that moment, 
I realized I need to be sure to put my children first. Not 
every moment is the right moment for a game. 

After that night, when their friends asked to play a game, 
I privately checked in with my kids to see whether it was 
something that they really wanted to do. And if  so, if  they 
wanted me to participate. Very often, they didn’t. If  not, 
I demurred and let the kids f loat off  to another activity, 
fading into my appropriate place in the background.

As a result, I have played fewer games with my kids than 
I used to. However, when we do play, I am confident we 
are all enjoying the experience.

Failure is the First Step Toward Success 

It was a Sunday afternoon, and my son and I were playing 
a game of  Kemet  with one of  my gaming groups. 

As we played,  I  not iced that  my son was mount ing a 
number of  i l l-advised attacks. As he prepared to attack 
another player in one of  his temples,  I pointed out to 
him that the numbers did not favor him and that his move 
would likely damage both him and the other player, to the 
benefit of  the rest of  the table. 

In response to my uninvited instr uct ion,  my son cast 
a  knowing look my way and sa id ,  “I  am tr y ing some-
thing, dad.” 

Properly chastened, I apologized and watched his gambit 
play out. While his initial  combat ended as predicted, I 
came to realize that he was trying to draw an opponent to 
that temple so that he could set up a later attack at another 
location on the board. In fact,  as I looked back upon the 
game, I realized that all of  his attacks had been variations 
of  this tactic.  While his effor ts were unsuccessful ,  his 
gentle rebuke showed me that, when it came to game play, 
my boy was his own man.

This moment prompted me to ref lect  upon a diff icult 
truth. I realized that if  I did my job correctly, my guidance 
was eventually going to become unnecessary. When we 
play games with our children, we walk a delicate balance 
between teaching them how to play well, and letting them 
play well .  Early on, we have to walk our children through 
the choices they can make within the context of  a game. 
We point out options and help them figure out which one 
wil l  produce a desired result.

However, eventually we have to take a step back and let 
them make their own choices. Sometimes, we have to let 
them make choices that we wouldn’t. Sometimes, we have 
to watch them fail, fully aware of  the impending outcome. 
Sometimes, we have to watch them blunder along, si lent 
and confident that they either know what they are doing 
or wil l  learn from the experience.
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One of  the key ways that we show children love through board 
games is letting them learn to succeed at playing them – without 
our guidance, instruction, or intervention. Board games are a 
laboratory for decision making, critical thinking, taking chances, 
and much more. In order to make games fun and rewarding, 
we have to give them the basic tools for developing their own 
play style and then get out of  the way.

Of  course, this is the lesson that lies at the heart of  parenting. 
Parenting is about pointing our children in the right direction: 
teaching them the rules of  the game, offering a few tips about 
how to navigate those rules, and then letting them develop 
their own style of  play. You have to let them try new tactics, 
and occasionally you have to let them fail, so that they employ 
a better strategy in the future.

As I previewed at the start of  this article, each of  these lessons 
I had learned from the mistakes I made. However, there is one 
final lesson that I have learned from all of  this: I have found, as 
with board games, when it comes to parenting, success derives 
from identifying failing strategies and refining them. I have to 
be honest with myself  about my errors. I have to be confident 

enough in my skills to try again. And above all, I have to keep 
my central objective in mind: raising children who never doubt 
they are loved. 5
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E very year Essen, Germany, plays host to The Internationale Spieltage SPIEL. 
Also known as simply “Essen” or “the Spiel,” this four-day convention is one 
of the world’s largest gaming events. At the Spiel, you can find the top game 

designers all at one location; meet and chat with the staff over at BoardGameGeek 
and other publications, watch million-dollar business deals taking place, see the 
up-and-coming games before they hit the market, and test prototypes of games 
that aren’t even finished. Each year the Spiel continues to make changes, expanding 
the number of booths, exhibitors, kinds of games featured, and more. But at its 
core, Essen’s Spiel is put on exclusively to sell and promote the latest-and-greatest 
board games available.
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Ever since my first Spiel nine years ago, this event has 

been one of the greatest gaming experiences of my 

entire l i fe! As you make your way through the main 

entrance, just imagine seeing an enormous fair center 

filled wall-to-wall with every kind of game available! The 

view of the Main Hall is simply magnificent. The larger 

game publishers have booths right at the entrance that 

are not only huge, but incredibly eye-catching; their 

signage drawing you in with new games, promotions, 

and opportunities to play their tested-and-true titles. 

Off the Main Hall, there are several halls and galler-

ies that branch off. This year, as with past years, my 

favorite was the first gallery that features more of the 

medium-sized publishers — both established names and 

up-and-coming companies in the industry. Asmodee had 

an impressive booth this year, allowing both press and 

players to meet with representatives and shop. Filled 

with game lovers, you could easily playtest a game with 

someone from a different continent and still have a blast!

Each of the halls not only featured different companies 

but also different areas of the industry, as well. Hall 1 

held medium-sized companies as well as featured sellers 

of used and discounted games. Hall 2, on the other 

hand, featured more role-playing publishers, companies 

that focus on supplying LARP materials, and booths for 

medium-to-small sized publishers. 

Above:  Packed gaming hal ls  at  Essen 2015;  Below:  A large  game of  Sett lers  of  Catan
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The “Galeria” was a spacious hall that focused more on 

younger audiences. This had everything from children’s 

toys and games to baby furniture, model trains and 

helicopters, inflatable toys, and so on. The great thing 

about Essen is that i t  has something for everyone, 

regardless of age. And needless to say, the Galer ia 

had plenty of children running around (which actually 

worked out for me since I brought my 6-month old) and 

made for an entertaining experience. 

Seeing as the Spiel is one of the largest game conventions 

in the world, it wasn’t a surprise at the sheer number of 

halls and side rooms. And each of the halls were packed 

with vendors and attendees of al l kinds. There were 

halls that featured small companies that only offered 

one game, but even here you could find some really 

interesting games that could be making it big in the 

months to come. Many of the up-and-coming publishers 

had their start as a small booth in a side room, so I 

always try to make a stop in there. Four days sounds 

long for a fair l ike this, but I could have used at least 

one more day.

In fact, the convention reserved one of these side halls 

for a special event this year: a Guinness World Record 

attempt for the largest game of Settlers of Catan. With 

an off ic ial judge present, they had 1,040 players sit 

down to one large, winding game of Settlers, and set 

the world record! It was incredible seeing thousands of 

people making deals and moving sheep. (I never thought 

I would write that.) 

Above:  Empty gaming hal l  after  the  crowds have d ispersed;  Below,  Top:  The exhibit  hal ls  buzz  with 
exc ited v is i tors ;  Below,  Bottom:  One of  the  many entrances  to  the  exhibit  hal ls .
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This year’s Essen closed with 162,000 turnstile attendees: gamers, editors, journalists, and vendors from 41 different countries. For 

four days I walked the beautiful halls of the “Essen Messe,” the fair center in Essen, searching for the best casual games of the fair. 

I spoke with 50 game designers and company representatives from around world about their titles. There were so many fantastic 

games featured at this year’s convention that it was very difficult to narrow them down to my favorites. Nevertheless, the following 

are my top five games of Essen 2015:

7 Wonders: Duel 
(Repos Production – 2 players – 30 min.) 

I f  you  l i ked  the  o r i g ina l  7  Wonde rs  game ,  you ’ l l 

def initely get a kick out of 7 Wonders: Duel .  And even 

i f  you haven’t played the original ,  i t ’s not required to 

ful ly enjoy this latest re lease from Repos Product ion. 

Two p layers  compete to  bu i ld  four  Wonders  o f  the 

Wor ld and become the most powerful  c iv i l izat ion in 

the process. 

Each turn,  a player draws a card that can e i ther be 

played, sold for  currency,  or  p laced under a Wonder 

to progress i t  towards complet ion.  There are severa l 

ways to win,  with the most d i rect  way being the f i rst 

c iv i l izat ion to bui ld the 4 th wonder — because,  af ter 

a l l ,  there can only be 7 Wonders!  You can a lso win 

by progressing your c iv i l izat ion’s Mi l i tary or Sc ience. 

I t ’s  fast -paced and chal lenging every t ime. 

Maze Racers
(FoxMind – 2 players – 20 min.)

This is  a t r icky- funny-crazy game where you have to 

bu i ld  the most  d i f f i cu l t  maze you can imag ine fo r 

your opponent to run through. Each player has his 

own board and can choose f rom a var ie ty  o f  mag-

net i c  wa l l s  to  use :  long ,  shor t ,  curved ,  e tc .  When 

both mazes are complete,  each player swaps mazes 

and an hourglass is  brought out .  The f i rst  person to 

move the t iny metal  bal l  to the f in ish l ine and back 

to the start  wins,  but there’s a catch — i f  a p layer ’s 

maze doesn’t  work ( the f in ish l ine is  inaccess ib le) , 

that p layer loses the game!
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Jolly Roger
(Ares Games – 4-10 players – 30 min.)

A l ight party card game where each player is  a pi rate in 

a crew searching for  t reasure and g lory.  At  the start  of 

the game, one player is  nominated as the Captain,  who 

chooses a Quartermaster to be in charge of drawing desti -

nations, col lecting and burying treasures, etc. The Captain 

a lso chooses a player to punish and to keep f rom gett ing 

too much t reasure.  I f  the rest  of  the p layers d isagree, 

they can cal l  for  a mut iny and select  a new Captain,  and 

the game cont inues on! The player with the most t rea-

sure at  the end of  the 10 th round wins.

Celestia
(Blam! – 2-6 players – 30 min.) 

Each player is on a beautiful 3D paper model of a f lying ship, 

traveling through the different sky levels of Celestia. Each turn, 

a player becomes the Captain and rol ls 2-4 dice that represent 

the different dangers that inhabit Celestia’s skies. After the dice 

are cast and the players see what dangers await them on this 

voyage, each player must determine if he is brave enough to stay 

aboard and collect more and more treasure, while facing greater-

and-greater r isks the further up they travel. I f  the Captain isn’t 

able to best the chal lenges, players return to the start and a 

new Captain is chosen. The f irst player to 50 points wins.

Skyliners
(Z-Man Games – 2-4 players – 30 min.) 

Skyl iners is  a bui ld ing game where you have to bui ld the 

perfect  skyl ine!  Each player is  g iven skyscrapers to bui ld 

with specia l  instruct ions to meet.  They then bet on which 

of  the bui ld ings they’ l l  be able to see af ter  each turn,  as 

other players bui ld in the same area.  Having good spat ia l 

awareness real ly helps with th is game.
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Mysterious Dragon Cave
(Drei Magier Spiele – 2-4 players – 20 min.) 

Imagine a cave f i l led with var ious colored crysta ls , 

with players want ing to catch as many crysta ls 

as possible.  Each turn, a player rol ls the dice to 

make the dragon go f rom one crysta l  patch to 

the next, trying to f ind crystals to collect at each. 

I f  the player moves a dragon to the r ight crysta l 

patch, the dragon’s f lame l ights up and they get that 

crystal !  The crystal  changes posit ion each t ime thanks 

to an ingenious system of panels that go underneath the 

board before each game.

Other worthwhile mentions from this year’s Spiel: 

•	 Potions Explosion 
Brew potions with a lot 
of marbles. 

•	 Bang! The Duel 
Shoot the sheriff first or 
game over!

•	 Pingo Pingo
A party game with a lot 
of enraged penguins. 

•	 Ekö
A war between 
elementals.

•	 Brick Party
A plastic brick fiesta.

•	Unusual Suspect
A psychological 
deduction game.

•	Amphipolis
Save the relics.

•	 Rush and Bash
A crazy, “wacky” race.

•	 The Tower
Can your monster exit 
the tower?

•	 Revoltaaa
Robot vs. ducks: 
who would win?

T here are also so many more! Though it may 
be a bit of travel for some, it’s definitely 

an experience worth making at least once in 
your life. Make a holiday of it, and I guarantee 
you won’t be disappointed. I can only imagine 
what they will have at Essen 2016! 5

Seeing as the Spie l  has a large hal l  featur ing games for  chi ldren,  I  a lso 

have a recommendat ion for  the best chi ldren’s game of the show:
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Misconceptions about Gaming

James Floyd Kel ly
Ful l - t ime Technology Writer, 
Part -t ime Swashbuckler
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T he fact that you are reading Casual Game Insider is probably a good clue that you’ve already caught the 

Board Game Bug (sorry, there is no cure...and it only gets worse with age). Whether you own a handful of 

games or too many to count, you know the fun that can be had with other players around a table covered 

with items such as folded boards, cards, dice, meeples, and a rulebook. But here’s the thing: not everyone feels 

the same way about board games. Many only know a few basic games they played in their youth, over and over 

again, and view the hobby as too simple or repetitive. Others may be quite happy with the classics and are 

unwilling to try new things. You might even find some who view board games as something for children, or see 

them only as something geeks do on Friday nights. (To be fair, Saturdays also work great.)

There are myths galore that non-gamers buy into, thinking the hobby just isn’t for them. Below are 10 common 

board game myths and how they can be addressed. These certainly aren’t the only myths out there, but they are 

a good place to start the next time someone declines your invitation to a game, or raises an eyebrow when they 

overhear your discussion about the perfect Settlers of Catan strategies. (Note: some games may not include a 

board at all, so “board games” will be used as a general term for all similar games.) 

Newer board games are far more complicated 
than the old standbys

I t  is  t rue that board games have evolved with more 

complex ru les and strategies over the last  decade, 

but th is isn’t  t rue for  every game. Some of the most 

entertaining games are also the s implest ;  new games 

such as Pairs  and Sketch I t !  show that short  and fast 

games can be just as fun and engaging as rules-heavy 

favor i tes such as King of  Tokyo  and Splendor . 

New games can often be int imidat ing with an inex-

per ienced player hesi tant to learn the rules of  a new 

game. One way to help would be to point  them to 

gameplay v ideos onl ine,  whether on YouTube or the 

publ isher ’s  webs i te .  These days ,  many new games 

wi l l  have a  handfu l  o f  rev iewers  pos t ing  v ideo o f 

the gameplay,  of ten in short  5-10 minute segments. 

Digital board games 
are the future

While playing digital board games online with distant 

friends is appealing, it also lacks aspects of the game that 

draw people to the table. Whether it’s the tactile nature 

of the cards and components in a player’s hands, or being 

able to watch a competitor work on a strategy, in-person 

games aren’t going to go away any time soon. The number 

of new games that have been developed recently shows 

just the opposite — the board game industry is growing. 

One thing you’ l l  want to keep an eye on, however,  is 

the mix of  technology and tradi t ional  board games. 

New games such as  X-COM  a l low p layers  to  use  a 

phone or tablet to view virtual animations and events 

when pointed at  the table ,  enhancing the physica l 

game.

10

09
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There are thousands of gamers out there who would 

argue that some games never get old. Ask any board 

game player and they will likely be able to give you a list 

of board games that they would play at the drop of a hat 

— anytime, anywhere. Add in the fact that so many games 

today come with rules variants as well as expansions, 

and this myth quickly falls apart. Today’s board game 

designers know that replay is something gamers want, 

so it’s no surprise to find new games that come with 

alternative rules or diabolical expert-level win scenarios.

Unless you really enjoy playing solo games or digital oppo-

nents, having a group of living, breathing human oppo-

nents is still considered the best way to enjoy a good 

board game. In between turns, there’s the banter that 

includes both game-related talk as well as just catching 

up on work, school, and life. Good friends don’t need a 

game as an excuse to get together, but it’s a fun reason to! 

But having a dedicated group of friends isn’t required to 

enjoy board games. Not only are there board games that 

can be played by yourself, but gaming groups continue to 

pop up (check online or at local comic book/hobby shops). 

These are an excellent way to find gamers in your area 

to play with, and they could even evolve into that dedi-

cated group you are looking for! 

There is a good reason most board games don’t have an 

upper-limit on the age recommendation on the side of the 

box. In the same way that crossword and Sudoku puzzles 

keep your mind sharp, a good board game will give you 

plenty of chances to keep your neurons fit and healthy. These 

titles can include intricate mechanics, difficult puzzles, or 

abstract thinking that may not appeal to younger audiences. 

The same can be said for games in the market that have 

more mature themes: zombie survival, murder mysteries, 

and complex resource management. Keep in mind that most 

game designers are adults — they know what appeals to 

adult gamers and tend to create accordingly. 

There’s no replay value 
with board games

You need to have a dedicated group 
to play board games

I’m too old 
for board games

08

07

06

C a s u a l  G a m e  I n s i d e r    W i n t e r  2 0 1 65 36



Most of  us cut our teeth on the c lass ics — Monopoly, 
R isk ,  and Yahtzee  — and there’s no denying that the 

s impler ru les and gameplay can st i l l  be useful  when 

introducing our hobby to a younger generat ion.  But 

as  w i th  food ,  ou r  t as tes  in  boa rd  games  tend  to 

change as we mature,  and the c lass ic board games 

can become a bit stale. Board game design and devel -

opment  i s  a t  an  a l l - t ime h igh ,  wh ich  means more 

var iety in themes, rules, and ult imately more options 

for  game night .

I t  is true that board games are often divided into kid-

f r iendly or adult - themed var iet ies ,  but th is doesn’t 

mean there  a ren ’t  games tha t  can f i t  bo th .  There 

are plenty of  games that fami l ies can play together 

w i thou t  wor ry ing  about  adu l t  themes  o r  comp lex 

ru les.  Games such as Apples to Apples and Choose 
One!  can feature s imple ru les that offer  a chal lenge 

to both k ids and adults .

L ikewise,  be on the lookout for  games such as F lash 
Po in t :  F i r e  Re s cue  w i th  mo re  comp lex  ru l e s  bu t 

a lso with fast -p lay ru les or  novice- f r iendly star tup 

scenar ios that can g ive younger players the chance 

to learn the basics .  P lus,  the cooperat ive nature of 

Flash Point  and other t i t les l ike Forbidden Is land  and 

Castle Panic can create a fun and engaging experience 

for  the whole fami ly.

The only good board 
games are the classics

There aren’t any board games 
that are good for FAMILIES OF mixed ages

05
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I t ’s true that today’s complex board games can come with a 

substant ia l  pr ice tag, but keep in mind that these advanced 

games often come with a larger amount of detailed components. 

More cards, tokens, dice, and other game elements add to the 

cost, but they also tend to add to the enjoyment, complexity, 

and replayabi l i ty of a board game. Many of these games start 

off being crowdfunded, and are offered at a reasonable price 

in the development process. 

Even better, many games have shrunk in size and are low priced 

— just take a look at al l  the various portable games found in 

this magazine such as Cover Your Assets  and Arcadia .  I t ’s not 

hard to f ind new, fun, and very addict ive games for less than 

the cost of a dinner out for two.

There is something satisfying about f inishing up a three hour 

game session with your fr iends (especial ly i f  you win), but not 

everyone can set aside that kind of t ime for a s ingle game. 

Thanks to the growth of the board game industry and the r ise 

of casual games, games now offer up a wide variety of game-

length options. Many board game publishers wil l  now put game 

time estimates on the boxes. That way, i f  you know your family 

or gaming group prefers fast games, you might not want to grab 

that 90+ minute game this t ime around. And even if you prefer 

long-play, you can always squeeze in a game of Fl ip City or Tiny 
Epic Galaxies while you wait for your fel low players to show up. 

Newer board games 
are really expensive

Newer board games 
take hours to play

03
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S P O R T S  C A R D  G A M E S
The popular sports card game is back and better than ever! New for 2016, Jukem Basketball and Jukem Soccer.

For more information, please visit www.haywiregroup.com

NEW
!

NEW
!

The biggest myth that hangs over the hobby is  that 

board games are only for  geeks.  However,  we need 

to  accept  the  fac t  tha t  eve ryone  i s  a  geek  about 

something:  kni t t ing,  basebal l ,  c lass ic cars ,  or  even 

photography.  Whi le  there are tons of  board games 

that apply to what is  seen as the t radi t ional  geek — 

namely fantasy and sc ience f ic t ion themed games — 

new games cont inue to pop up that focus on other 

themes. Surpr is ingly popular games that don’t f i t  the 

fantasy/sc i - f i  themes inc lude Wits &  Wagers ,  Ticket 
to R ide ,  and Off  Your Rocker .  The fact  of  the matter 

is  that board games can be enjoyed by a l l  ages and 

a l l  interests .  The days of  board games being just  for 

“geeks” is  over  — we’re a l l  geeks,  so f ind a game 

that interests you and get p lay ing!

W hi le the above myths re lated to board games can be argued to be t rue,  hopeful ly you’ve seen 

that  these myths regard ing board games are  jus t  as  l ike ly  to  be fa lse .  I t  a l l  depends on the 

game, r ight? For every example of  a game that supports one or more of  the above myths,  gamers 

can provide plenty of  examples that complete ly dispel  these myths.  Ul t imately,  the best way to prove to 

someone spout ing a board game myth is  to s i t  down and play a game; bust ing myths this way wi l l  never 

be easier  or  more fun.  5

Only “geeks” enjoy 
board games01
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U.S. Games Systems:
Past, Present, and Future

For nearly 50 years, U.S. Games Systems, Inc., has been 
a leader in Tarot cards, card games, and specialty playing 
cards. With their visionary leadership and solid teamwork, 
they are making a mark in the modern board gaming scene 
with unique titles like HOOYAH, Escape From Alcatraz, and 
Backstab. This is their story.
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M y ear l iest publ ishing venture came about whi le 

I  was earning my degree at the Wharton School, 

Univers i ty  of  Pennsy lvania .  To earn ext ra money,  I 

created and sold for 25 cents each Dat ing Appl icat ion 

Forms that ass isted students in meet ing each other.

A f te r  g raduat ion ,  I  worked on  Wa l l  S t ree t  fo r  ten 

years .  In 1965,  John Wi ley &  Sons publ ished my f i rst 

book, Mining, Minerals &  Geosciences ,  a world source 

di rectory,  which was selected by L ibrary Journal  as 

one of  the 100 Best Technica l  Books of  the Year.

The subject  matter  was admittedly dry and l imited.  I 

dreamed about creat ing something more l ighthearted 

and appeal ing for the general publ ic.  At the t ime, the 

Vietnam War was raging and young protestors were 

burning thei r  draf t  cards.  Thus,  the Student Surv ival 
Board Game  was born,  a game that spoofed col lege 

l i f e  w i th  s tuden ts  t r y ing  to  su rv i ve  the  d readed 

S tudent  Dra f t  Not i ce  Cards .  The game was pr in ted 

by a local  pr inter,  and with the help of  my wife and 

chi ldren ( two of  whom now work at  U.S .  Games),  the 

f i rs t  10,000 uni ts were assembled in the basement 

of  our house.  The New York Times  wrote a hal f -page 

art ic le about the game, and my career instant ly refo -

cused f rom Wal l  St reet to games.

In 1968,  I  v is i ted the Nuremberg Toy Fai r  in Germany 

look ing fo r  games to  impor t  and d is t r ibute  in  the 

United States.  On the last  day of  the fa i r,  I  spotted 

a deck of  18 th century tarot  cards.  Intr igued with the 

en igmat i c  a r twork ,  I  bought  the r ights  to  se l l  the 

Swiss  1 J J  deck  in  the  U .S .  I  en joyed inves t i ga t ing 

obscure  sub jec t s  and a f te r  months  o f  resea rch ,  I 

wrote a book cal led Tarot Cards For Fun and Fortune 
Te l l ing .  I  so ld th is i l lustrated guide to interpret ing 

the Swiss 1 J J  Tarot  deck packaged with a repr int  of 

the tarot  deck.  Henry Levy of  Brentano’s in New York 

was my f i rst  customer.  At the t ime I  had no idea that 

sa les  would eventua l ly  exceed one mi l l ion copies . 

Other products in our ear ly days were chi ldren’s card 

games, deluxe playing card decks,  magic decks and 

histor ic  reproduct ion decks. 

As  my fasc ina t ion  w i th  a l l  th ings  re la ted  to  ca rd 

games grew, so did my col lect ion of rare and ant ique 

card games, tarot cards, Napoleonic Bone Boxes, rare 

books on the history of  tarot  and playing cards,  and 

oi l  paint ings of  card players .  This growing col lect ion 

has been featured in museum exhibi ts ranging f rom 

Greenwich,  Connect icut to St .  Petersburg,  Russia .  In 

1997, Art &  Antiques Magazine selected my col lect ion 

of  18 th century Napoleonic POW bone boxes  as one of 

the 100 Top Treasures in Amer ica. 

Near ly 500 i tems f rom the col lect ion were sold off  in 

2006,  though parts of  the col lect ion remains in the 

pr ivate off ices of  U.S .  Games Systems in Stamford, 

Connec t i cu t .  O f  pa r t i cu l a r  no te  a re  200  d i f f e ren t 

versions of the game of Authors  publ ished by over 50 

di fferent game companies dur ing the past 150 years . 

U.S .  Games is now the only publ isher cont inuing to 

keep this c lass ic game in pr int .

Stuart  R.  Kaplan
Founder  and Chairman of 
U.S.  Games Systems,  Inc .

The Four  Art  Department  Women (from left  to 
r ight) :  Nora,  Lynn,  Paula,  and Jody

Student Survival  Board Game: the f irst  game created 
by Stuart  Kaplan and publ ished by U.S.  Games 
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Dur ing the past 48 years ,  U.  S .  Games Systems has 

divers i f ied into a product l ine of  400 di fferent tarot 

decks ,  ca rd  games ,  and  spec i a l t y  p l ay ing  ca rds .  

Though most  product  deve lopment  i s  done by the 

t a l en t ed  t eam o f  “des i gn ing  women”  i n  ou r  A r t 

Department,  U.S .  Games works with a select  group of 

game designers including Maureen Hiron, who created 

the fami ly  card games Cont inuo ,  Duo ,  Tr ipolo ,  and 

Hexago Cont inuo . 

Perhaps the best-known card game in our cata log is 

Ken Fisher’s Wizard Card Game .  S ince i ts introduct ion 

in 1986,  Wizard Card Game  has sold over 3 mi l l ion 

cop ies  wor ldwide and has been t rans la ted in to  15 

l anguages .  Th i s  awa rd -w inn ing  t r ump  game  has 

spawned an ent i re Wizard  product l ine with bidding 

wheels, a large index version, Wizard Junior ,  Medieval 
Edit ion, Deluxe Edit ion, Fantasy Wizard ,  and a Combo 

Pack  w i th  Hear t Sw i t ch ,  a  ca rd  game insp i red  by 

Hearts .  Each year we send two players each f rom the 

United States and Canada to the Wor ld Wizard Card 

Game Tournament,  which was held in Prague in 2015.

Historical ly-themed games, especial ly mil itary history, 

have cont inued to be a s ignature part  of  the com-

pany’s  l ineup wi th card game ser ies  based on the 

C i v i l  Wa r,  t he  Amer i c an  Revo lu t i on ,  and  the  O ld 

West ,  to name a few. U.S .  Games has enjoyed a long 

par tnersh ip wi th the H is tory  Channel® ,  deve lop ing 

card games such as Lewis &  C lark Explorat ion  Card 

Games and Notable B lack Women . 

U . S .  Games  t eamed  up  w i th  game des i gne r  M ike 

F i tzgera ld to develop History’s Myster ies Game  and 

The People’s Choice:  A Pres ident ia l  Card Game .  I  f i rst 

recruited Mike Fitzgerald in 1994 to create the Wyvern 

card ser ies ,  which became wi ld ly  popular.  Demand 

for Wyvern  decks was so t remendous that as soon as 

the decks arr ived here,  we were shipping out orders 

d i rect ly f rom our park ing lot  with no t ime to even 

br ing stock into the warehouse.  Af ter  Dragon Hunt 
(a Wyvern -based game),  U.S .  Games produced Mike 

F i tzgera ld’s f i rst  Mystery Rummy card game ,  Jack the 
R ipper .  The  se r ies  deve loped such a  loya l  fo l low-

ing  tha t  when Escape f rom A lcat raz  l aunched ,  we 

responded to popular demand and brought back the 

other four Mystery Rummy  t i t les as wel l . 

M ike  F i t zgera ld  a l so  deve loped S loop  and HOOYAH 
Navy  SEALS  Card Game ,  a  coopera t ive  game where 

p layers work as a team to complete each miss ion. 

Created as a t r ibute to the bravery of  the real - l i fe 

Navy SEALS,  the development of  HOOYAH entai led a 

great deal of research and input f rom experts .  Taking 

raw gameplay and histor ic  content and transforming 

i t  a l l  into a v isual ly compel l ing game is exact ly what 

our amazing Art  Department excels at . 

Vintage Authors  Games

Michael ,  Stuart ,  and Jennifer  Kaplan 
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N early all of the production and design work for 

our games is done in-house by our dynamic Art 

Department, headed up by Creative Director Paula Palmer, 

with Art Director Nora Paskaleva, Senior Art Director Jody 

Boginski, and myself doing most of the writing. Jody’s 

son Joe, who created his own Tarot deck and card game 

called Omegaland, does illustration for some of our games.

Be cause  HOOYAH  i n vo l ved  so  much  r e sea r ch  and 

deve l opmen t ,  l aunch ing  the  game  a t  E s sen  Sp i e l 

was a cha l leng ing but  reward ing journey.  See ing the 

game evo lve  f rom bare  bones  concept  to  pub l i ca-

t ion under  the ar t  d i rec t ion o f  Jody was an exc i t ing 

process  to  be par t  o f .  The leve l  o f  des ign brought 

to the game was ut ter ly  impress ive,  f rom Joe’s i l lus -

t r a t i ons  on  the  Navy  SEA LS  ca rds ,  r i gh t  down  t o 

the game ins t ruc t ions ,  which Jody made look l ike  a 

lea ther  mi l i ta ry  ins t ruc t ion manua l .  These spec ia l 

fea tures  a re  the th ings  that  gamers  seem to not i ce 

and apprec ia te . 

Lynn Araujo
Director  of  Communicat ions, 
U.S.  Games Systems,  Inc .

Some of  U.S.  Games Systems’  popular  card games:  HO OYAH Navy SEALS Card Game,  Mystery  Rummy: 
Escape from Alcatraz,  Wizard Card Game,  and others
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Since we create our products f rom the ground up, 

all of us involved feel quite invested in making sure 

players thoroughly enjoy our games. Stuart encourages 

everyone on the staff to optimize their talents and to 

work collaboratively. This supportive atmosphere builds 

tremendous loyalty and teamwork. Paula, Jody, and I 

have worked together as a creative team for over ten 

years. Paula is the card shark of the group. She and 

Stuart have a friendly-but-ongoing rivalry over Wizard 

and HeartSwitch. (He usually wins!) When we are testing 

new game concepts, Paula has a real knack for zeroing 

in on what might not be working and finding ways to 

improve playability.

Jody is the visionary; she can look at bare bones game-

play and envision exciting graphic elements and pre-

sentation that take the game from the ordinary to the 

extraordinary. I was first impressed by Jody’s abil ity to 

give every game unique ‘flavor’ when she and I worked 

together on the Banana Split Card Game . Her intricate 

il lustrations were so appealing while we were working 

on the game I used to dream about rainbow sprinkles! 

Jody’s creative style is incredibly diverse; she is as com-

fortable updating children’s games with retro appeal 

as she is creating offbeat, edgy designs as she did for 

Backstab, HeartSwitch , and Escape from Alcatraz . 

The publication of Escape from Alcatraz was also a real 

team effort with all hands on deck. The art department 

worked closely with Mike Fitzgerald playtesting early 

versions of the game. Jody and Joe created the graphics 

and i l lustrat ions. Nora designed the packaging and 

instructions. In partnership with Eagle-Gryphon Games, 

Escape f rom Alcatraz  was success fu l ly  funded on 

Kickstarter with Paula as the campaign mastermind. 

Nora put her considerable talents to work, taking my 

simple script (recorded by Mike Fitzgerald after a cold!) 

and creat ing an intr iguing product v ideo complete 

with crashing waves and sound effects that set the 

suspenseful mood for Escape from Alcatraz . 

Renaissance Wars,  the  newest  board game from U.S.  Games Systems 
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The latest release from U.S. Games is Renaissance Wars, 

the brainchild of Jody and her sister Karen Boginksi, a very 

active gamer. Together they conceived and crafted this 

deluxe board game with intricate gameplay and exceptional 

presentation. Jody’s creativity comes through in all the 

extra artistic flourishes and special components she added 

to make Renaissance Wars an all-absorbing tabletop game 

experience. Because Renaissance Wars is a far more complex 

game than U.S. Games Systems had ever done before, we 

decided to use the Kickstarter platform again to introduce 

this gem to the game world. Once again, the creation of 

the videos (with our now seasoned team) was almost as 

exciting as creating the game itself. 

Now that U.S. Games has diversified and ventured beyond 

basic family card games, the company is well positioned 

to take the talents and skills of its seasoned creative team 

even further. U.S. Games Systems may go in a number 

of different directions including more game apps, new 

content-rich games inspired by history and legend, or even 

working with up-and-coming designers who bring fresh 

ideas to the table! 5 Stuart  Kaplan and off ice  mascot  L i ly
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www.St rat u sGames. com

• Top-quality and original components
• Video tutorials for easy learning
• Interactive and thought-provoking 

gameplay 

Casual games for

...young and old!

Bright
Minds



Recruit Powerful Citizens!
Slay Vile Monsters!

Expand Your Domain!

Illustrations
Mihajlo Dimitrievski

Design by
Isaias Vallejo Cocktails and voodoo powers mingle in a 

boardgame about clique-building, trend setting, 
and earning magical monkey points!

Designed by Seth Roback
Art by Sergi Marcet
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www.dailymagicgames.com
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