DESIGNERS NOTES:

GASLANDS

Rules author Mike Hutchinson
takes us through the basic concepts
of his upcoming “Post Apocalyptic
vehicular combat” game. All photos
and models by James Hall.

“I’d really like to do a sort of car
combat game”, said my good friend
John Brindley. We were stood outside
Dark Sphere in London and had just
walked away from a couple of tense
games of Fantasy Flight’s X-Wing
Miniatures Game.
John and I had been playing a lot of
X-Wing together, and were really
impressed with the excitement it inspired
in us, as we zoomed around near-missing
each other, then looping around to play
chicken once more. We started talking
about what a really cool vehicle combat
game would need to capture the same sort
of easy excitement, and my mind started
racing. I tossed a few ideas at him via
text message on the train home, and then
starting making notes.
I really love Thunder Road. I didn’t own
a copy as a kid. I just discovered it a
couple of years ago. Dangerous to admit
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in published form, but I’ve never played
Car Wars or Dark Future, although I
have read them both many times. My
gaming pedigree has its roots in midnineties Games Workshop, when John
and I used to play tons of Gorkamorka
and Necromunda, as well as video
games like POD (PC), Micro Machines
(Gameboy), Mario Kart, Rush 2049, and
F-Zero X (N64).
About four years ago I uncovered an
unmarked folder full of my old games at
my parents’ house. I looked over all the
charts and templates and half-finished
rulebooks and realised that my passion
for games design had really started pretty
early. I even found my first attempt at
a futurist racing game, called “Speed
Demon”, written circa 1997, aged 15.
Although I’m not certain if we ever
played it.
Returning to wargaming in the last ten
years, I rediscovered this passion for
rules writing, and started to write games
again. At first, they were all terrible.
That’s okay. In all creative pursuits,
you must create a lot of terrible rubbish
before you create anything good. You
need practice to create good things, and

also you can only create good things if
you are free to experiment and to fail.
To this end, I set myself a personal
challenge: write one game every month. I
wouldn’t worry if the games didn’t work
or weren’t fun yet, I would just keep
writing them. I have now been doing this
for four years and don’t intend to stop.
I now have a growing pile of terrible
games with a very few gems among
them. Gaslands was one of the gems.
WHEAT AMONGST THE CHAFF
Back to that train journey… After I jotted
down some initial ideas for Gaslands, I
immediately set out to write them up into
a short rules pamphlet on my computer. I
played it the next day on the kitchen table
and it didn’t really work. I changed a few
things and printed out a new copy of the
rulebook.
About three weeks after the initial
inception of the rules I had the first shaky
playtest with co-conspirator John. About
two weeks after that, I took Gaslands
to a wargaming weekend and dove into
the deep end, teaching it to a group of
six friends who all know their gaming
onions. They had a great time and fell

designers
notes
I love a progression system in a game. I love finishing a game and
rolling on a bunch of tables to find out what horrible things have
happened to your precious guys, and finding out what cool new skills
they now have and what sweet new equipment is available to buy.

If you have an idea for a game, I think
you need to show it to other people as
soon as possible. Multiple times now I
have designed a theoretical rules system
in my head, in the bath, or whilst on my
bike. The rules make logical sense. I
imagine the system hangs together nicely.
Then I put it in front of another human
being and it’s awful. It just doesn’t work.
It’s too slow, or fiddly, unintuitive or just
plain not fun.
Designing lots of games in a short time
taught me it is easy to trick yourself
into ignoring obvious flaws during
the ‘hermitic’ part of the development
process. You know all the reasons for the
design decisions. You know why certain
compromises had to be made, or what
other ideas you have discarded. You need
the hermetic design stage - you can’t
write the game from scratch at the table
- but as soon as you shine the light of
play on it with other (unavoidably much
less sympathetic) players, you will find
the cracks. The worry, of course, is that
it isn’t any good, and you’ll be revealed
as a fraud or a fool. Better to know that
the first draft of anything is rubbish (ask
Ernest Hemingway) and all that it needs
to be great is work. The first step towards
making it great is to wheel it out, give it a
shove, and have it fall over.

JUMP-START

about laughing. The game was actually
pretty paper-thin at that point, but it had
potential and people were happy to see
that potential.

However, one thing bugs me about every single progress system
I have ever played. You read all those lists of cool things that you
can’t have yet, and you see all the awesome characters and combos
that they could create for you. Then you are forced to create a totally
vanilla gang and just hope that you roll the right stuff in order to get
that thing that you have established in you head. Even the most recent
progression systems that I have played start with this assumption.
Why don’t these progression systems provide a way of jumping right
in? I want to skip the first three games and get all this cool stuff now!
In Gaslands, everything is available right away. You can choose to
buy perks for your drivers at the expense of having more vehicles or
weapons. You can always create exactly the team you want. You can
choose to start with an elite team of highly-skilled stunt drivers in
souped-up muscle cars, or a bunch of convicts welded into bangers.
The choice is yours!
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THE PITCH
Prior to Gaslands, I had spent a year
working on a large-scale fantasy ruleset
called Hobgoblin, which I thought was
pretty good. With Warhammer Fantasy
Battle being axed around that time, I also
thought it was my best chance of being
published. I sent the abstract and chapter
list to games companies I respected and
liked. I got a good spread of rejections.

AUDIENCE PARTICIPATION

The hardest problem to solve in Gaslands was how to ensure that
players are never knocked out of the game, given that the game is an
ultra-violent deathrace and the whole idea is to knock other vehicles
out.
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In a multi-player game in which you only have a few vehicles each,
the chance of getting stuck at the back of the pack, or being totally
destroyed whilst others still have their whole team, provided some big
design challenges.
Even late on in the development of the game, this continued to be the
biggest issue and the most common cause of players getting turned
off. We tried a number of handicap systems, but many of them had the
undesirable side effect of penalising the players that were doing well
rather than just helping the weaker (and often younger) players. We
needed to get the lagging players back into the game without having
the front players feel like the game was punishing them for being
good at it.
The solution turned out to be ‘audience votes’. These were great for
two reasons. Firstly, we made it so that teams with different sponsors
would be rewarded with audience votes for doing different things,
allowing us to incentivise players to play to the theme of that sponsor.
Secondly, we made it so that audience votes were all about getting
a player back into the game. They provide positive handicaps and
boosts, and can even be used to respawn your last vehicle if you have
been totally knocked out.
Now everyone has a chance to get back into the game, and good
players are still rewarded for playing well.

One of the rejections was from Osprey,
who politely declined Hobgoblin as
they were busy getting Dan Mersey’s
Dragon Rampant ready for print and the
two games were unhelpfully similar. I
immediately followed up asking what
sort of games they might be looking for,
and that I had a large array of prototype
games and projects in development.
Phil at Osprey was coy on the subject,
but took the time to explore my website
portfolio and immediately spotted my
Gaslands prototype that I was offering
for free download. He had always wanted
to do a car combat game and this looked
like it had potential. A rejection had
suddenly turned into an acceptance. I was
going to be a published wargames author!
I was high-fiving the 15-year old me all
week!
A week later, John and I met up again
to play some X-Wing. I broke the good
news, and as we chatted over a pint he
floated the idea of each player owning
and controlling a sort of post apocalyptic
racing team across a race season,
blending the ideas of Gorkamorka with
Bloodbowl. Some games would be for
the glory and fame of the racing season,
and others would be scraps over the
resources you needed to keep your team
running. I loved the idea of televising the
whole thing, which would provide loads
of ways to make it more light-hearted and
cinematic. It could be Mad Max meets
Formula One, by way of Deathrace and
The Running Man.

PLAYTESTING
Once Gaslands was going to be
published, I knew the real work was
starting. The game was currently 8-pages
long. It was flimsy and thin and stuffed
full of half-baked ideas. I knew I wanted,
in fact needed, help to make this the best
game it could be. I wasn’t going to be
able to do it on my own. I put together a
website with a forum, and seeded a small
number of topics to get it going. I set it
up so that if you created a forum account
you could register to become a playtester
and download the beta rules for free.
I didn’t know if players would get excited
about a racing game, or if they really just
wanted a wheeled skirmish game. I didn’t
know for sure that excluding pedestrians
all together would drive players away.
I didn’t know if going for a more
cinematic, light-hearted and abstracted
rules system would leave players wanting
more simulation elements and detail. I
didn’t know whether anyone other than
me wanted to play this game with more
than two players. As this was my first
published game, I had no ‘real world’
experience to draw on. As a freelance
author, and not part of a design studio, I
didn’t have anyone else to ask.

I had lots of useful reactions to the draft
rulebook, which helped me understand
where I was failing to communicate
clearly, and a couple of fantastic playtest
videos by the Battlehammer boys (find
them on Youtube), which allowed me
to watch them interpret and attempt to
play my rules without any input from
me. The experience of watching them
play my game unprompted and seeing
what assumptions they made about
my game was really valuable in better
understanding what was missing from the
text of the rules.
By providing very early access to the
game and updating it often, my intention
was to provide an open, collaborative and
transparent design process. By sharing
my thoughts on the design blog on the
website, and explaining the thinking

behind the process and the decisions
made, I wanted people to feel that it was
okay to challenge the designer on things,
because I was routinely and publically
challenging myself. I had watched
Wyrd Miniatures run a similar open
playtesting of the second edition of their
Malifaux skirmish game in 2013, and I
felt that mobilising a community around
the open playtesting of a game also
provided a fantastic community-building
opportunity.
In the end, the ‘balancing’ of the game, in
particular the factions and the perks, was
done in closed playtesting with my local
group. This was more because we could
test many iterations of things in a very
short time, rather than that the open beta
couldn’t have helped here.

I was delighted when more than 300
players signed up to be playtesters. They
downloaded the rules, read them and
asked questions. Some played the game,
and some posted photos. Others simply
started to make awesome looking teams
for the game, which in turn suggested
more awesome weapons and options
to add to the game. When I showed the
game to new playtesters, I always asked
what they enjoyed least about it, and that
would be the next thing to design out.

WRITING IS REWRITING
Another thing I learnt during the
development of Gaslands is that you
need to be prepared to write the same
game over and over again. “Books
aren’t written,” says Michael Crichton.
“They’re re-written.” I must have written
the main text of the movement rules ten
times!
I tried to avoid being precious about
any of the words I had written. The first
draft, the third, the tenth: if something
wasn’t good enough, I re-wrote it. I kept
previous versions of the document safe
so I could return to them if it turned out,
after the eighth revision, that the third
revision of the skid check system was
actually the best after all.
I tried to avoid being precious about any
element of the game I had invented. Even
if something has been there since the first
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PRINCIPLED DESIGN

To keep me focussed and to help
resolve design decisions during its
development, I had seven design
principles for Gaslands from the outset:
1.
		
2.
		
3.
		
4.
		
5.
6.
		
7.

Never sacrifice fun on the
altar of realism.
Don’t use two mechanics
where one would suffice.
There is a single Gaslands way of
placing and using templates.
Replace moments of nothingness
with somethingness.
If in doubt, which option is funnier?
Never knock a player out of
the game.
Only use six-sided dice.

I failed on number 3, but the rest were
a success!
draft of the game, it cannot be sacred.
Just because I thought of it, even if it
seemed like a really cool idea, if it didn’t
make the game more fun it had to go.
It really helped to have a devil’s advocate
for this. At the start of the development
process, John questioned every design
decision I had made. Literally nothing
was sacred. In the first draft, vehicles
had hull points and tyre points. Do you
need both, he asked? The first campaign
system had experience points, audience
rating and money. Why? Why do you
need three currencies, he asked? Why do
you need an armour value stat? Why not
just give things more hull points if they
are tougher? Little by little, things were
streamlined and simplified.
I wrote a whole detailed campaign
progression system, with damage tables,
random loot, driver experience points,
team ratings and a handicap system. The
more we playtested it, the more the same
old issue that plagues so many campaign
progression systems raised its ugly head:
the more we played as a group, the more
the group diverged, and the less fun the
games became over time. The guys at the
bottom of the heap had less fun as they
got steam-rollered and the guys at the top
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had fewer and fewer challenging games.
People started dropping out.
Once we swapped-out the detailed
progression system that rewarded and
punished in-game successes and failures
with a simple escalation league format,
everyone started having fun again.
Winning became its own reward and
everyone got new toys to build, paint and
play with in the next game, regardless of
the outcome of the last game. It might
seem less satisfying on first look, but it
actually (and repeatedly) proved more
fun for all the players at the table. I put
a lot of work into that campaign system,
and it was really cool to read, but it didn’t
make the game more fun, so it had to go.
Similarly, the sponsors and driver perks
were rewritten more times than any other
aspect of the game. Ideas that seemed
fun and characterful ended up having
the opposite effect on the table. Rules
added to incentivise one type of team
ended up rewarding teams optimised in
the opposite direction. Over-powerful
combos spring out. Clever playtesters
found exploits and loopholes.
I had the privilege of roping in my good
friend Glenn Ford during this critical later
stage of the development. Glenn has been
a player of wargames at a tournament
level for years and has an extremely
keen eye for rules interactions. He and
I re-wrote the perks many times, trying
to find fun interactions that would both
reward clever players
with satisfying synergies
whilst also providing
characterful differences
between the play-styles
of the factions. I would
suggest things, and
then he would break
them or turn them to
perverse purposes, and
then suggest alternatives
that would better fit the
intention. Little by little
we created a rock-solid
set of thematic and

tactically interesting advanced rules for
the game. The casual player is not forced
to use them, but the more involved player
will find plenty to discover over time.
They give the game the longer-term depth
that it needs.
THANKS TO ALL
Developing Gaslands from that initial
8-page prototype to a full-blown Osprey
Wargames title has been a total delight
and a fantastic learning experience. It has
been made all the more enjoyable thanks
to the enthusiasm of the playtesters and
the generous help of John and Glenn.
This article is a sort of apology to John,
who had the original idea for the game
before I ripped him off and sold it to
Osprey! Thanks John!
Now that the game is finished and
finding its way into the hands of Mad
Max loving gamers everywhere, I truly
hope the playtesters that were involved
throughout the development process feel
positive enough about the experience
and the game to become ambassadors for
it. A small game like this lives and dies
on the enthusiasm of those that bring it
to their friends and suggest their clubs
take the plunge into a campaign or a race
season. I can’t thank the
Gaslands playtesters,
both online and in
person, enough for their
enthusiasm and input.

