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					Perhaps the world’s best-preserved example of the first printing of Dungeons & Dragons, one of the original one thousand “brown boxes” hand-assembled in dining rooms and basements by co-creator Gary Gygax and his partners and family in 1974.
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					Where it all began: the three original Dungeons & Dragons rules booklets.

				
			
			IT ALL STARTED with one thousand curious boxes marked with unfamiliar symbols and verbiage. Throughout 1974, they slipped into the hands of an unsuspecting public, most arriving by mail, though a few were sold on shelves if you knew where to look. No one would mistake their woodgrain casing for an actual treasure chest made of oak, but their cardboard walls nonetheless contained treasures. Who could have foreseen, when they lifted the lid, the adventures that would burst forth? The cover legend promised “Rules for Fantastic Medieval Wargames Campaigns” inside, where three digest-sized booklets vowed to tutor readers on Men & Magic, Monsters & Treasure, and a revolutionary way to experience Underworld & Wilderness Adventures.

			Dungeons & Dragons is not necessarily something you look at while you play it, the way you stare at a board game or video game. The three slim rulebooks in the Dungeons & Dragons box taught the world how to turn a spoken conversation into a fantasy adventure game, one you could pretty much play with your eyes closed. A Dungeon Master, or “referee” as was the original vernacular in 1974, describes to the players the situation that their characters face in a shared imaginary world, and players respond by proposing actions for their characters to attempt. The Dungeon Master and players take turns crafting action statements, cooperatively riffing off and strategizing against each other—each trying to outsmart the other—appending snippets to a story they are telling collectively. Because this all happens through spoken words, players had little need for a board or pieces they could see and touch: D&D came to life in the imagination of participants.

			But read the fine print on the box cover: the game promises to be “playable with paper and pencil and miniature figures.” That last element—miniature figures—is where the visual history of D&D begins.

			

			LITTLE WARS, BIG IDEAS

			“I get all the relaxation I want from my collection of model soldiers…I like to play ‘war,’ a game invented by H.G. Wells, himself a collector.”

			—Peter Cushing

			In 1913, noted British science-fiction author H.G. Wells published an influential rulebook titled Little Wars. The basic principles of Wells’s rules allowed gamers to fight battles with the lead miniature figures found in British nurseries of his time: toy soldiers modeled after the infantry, cavalry, and artillery of nineteenth-century warfare. However, before Wells released his game, some adult hobby communities had already collected these same figures to arrange them in dioramas depicting the great battles of military history, and it was only natural for these same hobbyists to repurpose their still-life scenes into dynamic games of strategy and tactics.

			Inspired by Wells, a small but dedicated community of British tabletop wargamers emerged, staging increasingly elaborate battles with toy soldiers. Like diorama building, it was a visual pastime: a miniature wargame is necessarily something that you look at. The whole point of using toy soldiers, instead of the abstract tokens one might push around the flat segmented maps of most board games, was to re-create the appearance of an actual war. Determined players would build elaborate three-dimensional terrain of a battlefield where mighty armies would meet, incorporating scale-model trees, or houses, or hills—anything to add to the illusion. Their first and most urgent question about a battle was always, “What would it look like?” Meaning, what did people wear, which weapons did they wield, and what was the landscape like where they fought? The process of designing, casting, and painting miniature figures for wargaming involved diligent research into the historical period of the battle to learn the proper look of uniforms, armaments, and vehicles. The pastime appealed to retired veterans and other civilized British gentleman, so re-creating these battles was taken seriously, and accuracy was paramount.

			By the 1950s, miniature wargaming had developed into an organized American hobby, with fledgling conventions and newsletters dedicated to gaming culture. Companies like Avalon Hill vastly expanded the hobby by selling mass-market board games, such as Gettysburg (1958), which were based on the same principles but marketed to a younger, more general audience. Originally, wargame fans mostly fought battles set between the Napoleonic and the modern era, staging their own conflicts from Waterloo to D-Day. But, by the 1970s, there was also a burgeoning market of miniatures inspired by the medieval era: castles, hordes of armored troops, foot soldiers, mounted knights, and equipment like swords, bows, pikes, axes, and more. This wealth of raw material begged for a printed set of medieval wargaming rules.

			A thirtysomething Midwestern insurance underwriter and fanatical wargamer named Gary Gygax rose to that calling. Gygax was extraordinarily active in the national wargaming scene; he was an officer in the largest clubs and frequent contributor to an array of wargaming newsletters, but he also became an advocate of local gaming activity in his quaint Wisconsin hometown of Lake Geneva. In 1968, he held a gathering at the local horticultural hall of nearly one hundred gamers called the Lake Geneva Wargames Convention, which would soon become known as the Geneva Convention, or “Gen Con” for short. It was at this first Gen Con event that Gygax stumbled onto a game called the Siege of Bodenburg, which stoked his interest in medieval wargaming. He subsequently wrote, “There is a great interest in wargames of ancient and medieval times but few games are published.” Two years later, he founded in his hometown a small, general-interest wargaming club called the Lake Geneva Tactical Studies Association (LGTSA). By this time, Gygax had proved to be a champion of all things wargames, as few people at the time had gone to such trouble to connect to the disparate American wargaming community, made up mostly of teenagers with modest budgets. He also possessed the requisite passion, which is all the compensation that could be hoped for—almost no one made enough money from wargaming to make a living.

			In 1970, Gygax founded a second, more specialized interest group, composed of just a few dozen subscribers, called the Castle & Crusade Society, with a mission to publish and perfect miniature wargame rules for the Middle Ages. In collaboration with a fellow LGTSA member and medieval enthusiast, college-aged Jeff Perren of Rockford, Illinois, Gygax designed a set of rules for infantry and cavalry combat that drew heavily on historians such as C.W.C. Oman as authorities on how people fought in the period.

			But to visualize these conflicts, Gygax turned to popular historical illustrators like Jack Coggins, whose book The Fighting Man: An Illustrated History of the World’s Greatest Fighting Forces contained a chapter heading with an image of a mounted crusader. Coggins answers the question “What did it look like?” for us: he shows us a mounted swordsman wearing a metal helmet and chainmail about to strike at foot soldiers who awaited the blow with shields and spears.

			Perren and Gygax each drew their own copies of that Coggins illustration in 1970 for preliminary articles about their medieval miniature rules, which appeared in obscure venues like the Castle & Crusade Society’s newsletter, the Domesday Book, reaching only a sparse subscription base. A year later, a mail-order games business owner named Don Lowry founded an imprint known as Guidon Games to publish wargame rules in rural Evansville, Indiana. Lowry was looking to make a dent in a wargames market dominated by well-established companies like Avalon Hill, so he took a chance on the duo’s medieval rules under the title Chainmail, which he would sell by mail for two dollars a copy. Lowry, who frequently contributed cover art for various wargaming fanzines, drew his own rendition of Coggins’s mounted knight for the Chainmail cover. These sorts of close imitations of professional art were common in the open and collaborative wargaming community of the time, much like the “swipes” produced by comic book fans, who would copy and modify panels by famous illustrators like Jack Kirby for use in their homebrew comics. As the later Dungeons & Dragons rulebooks would rely heavily on the existing Chainmail system, Lowry’s copy of Coggins’s battle scene is effectively the first true piece of Dungeons & Dragons art.
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					Panel from Little Wars (1913), demonstrating what one might expect to see in a miniature wargame.

				
			
			
				
				[image: ]
				
					Peter Cushing, star of numerous Hammer Productions horror films and later Star Wars, styles and paints his miniatures in a 1956 British exposé on wargaming. Though he passed away in 1994, modern audiences might recognize Cushing as a star of Rogue One (2016) after he underwent a digital resurrection.
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					Gary Gygax (pictured at right) playing the Siege of Bodenburg at the first Gen Con in 1968.
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					Elastolin brand medieval castle and figures used for the game Siege of Bodenburg.
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					A 1971 advertisement for the Domesday Book, a fledgling fanzine of the Castle & Crusade Society (C&CS).
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					Don Lowry’s swipe of Coggins’s panel from The Fighting Man was used for the cover of the published version of Chainmail (1971). Pictured here is Gary Gygax’s personal play copy of the game.
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					CLOCKWISE, FROM TOP LEFT Jack Coggins’s mounted crusader from The Fighting Man (1966). Jeff Perren (top) and Gary Gygax (right) both did renditions of Coggins’s crusader in 1970 to support fanzine articles they authored about their medieval wargaming rules.
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					Early Chainmail adopter Alan Lucien’s “conversion” of a miniature dinosaur into a dragon.
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					For the header image of the “Fantasy Supplement,” Don Lowry drew his own rendition of a Pauline Baynes illustration that was used for J.R.R. Tolkien’s 1949 Farmer Giles of Ham. Lowry’s version shows a mounted knight armed with a lance charging at a fire-breathing dragon.

				
			
		

	
		
			SUPPLEMENTING FANTASY

			Adherence to detail and historical accuracy in both the miniature figures and the rules was the order of the day for wargamers. But Gary Gygax, an avid lover of fantasy fiction, decided to give gamers an exotic new option: an expansion to the medieval rules that exchanged historical accuracy for the magical and mythical. The “Fantasy Supplement,” which makes up the final third of the Chainmail booklet, challenged gamers’ expectations by describing how wargames could involve goblins, trolls, giants, dragons, heroes, and wizards drawn from sword-and-sorcery literature. Gygax and Jeff Perren suggest that their “Fantasy Supplement” rules “allow the medieval miniatures wargamer to add a new facet to the hobby, and either refight the epic struggles related by J.R.R. Tolkien, Robert E. Howard, and other fantasy writers; or you can devise you own ‘world,’ and conduct fantastic campaigns and conflicts based on it.” Using Chainmail, wargamers could now stage a battle like Helm’s Deep from the Lord of the Rings complete with orcs, elves, and dwarves. And why did they append these fantastic rules to Chainmail? Because, they explain, that “most of the fantastic battles related in novels more closely resemble medieval warfare than they do earlier or later forms of combat.”

			Apart from a single image to introduce the “Fantasy Supplement” (pictured on this page), Chainmail itself furnished no illustrations that might help miniature wargamers decide how to depict these unreal entities. Who could say what an orc looks like? Tolkien gives some descriptions of fantastic creatures and characters in his books, but offered little practical guidance to an illustrator or model-builder—the ambiguous description of the Balrog is a notorious example, cryptically described as “like a great shadow, in the middle of which was a dark form, of man-shape maybe, yet greater.” With no off-the-shelf options for monsters of this type, Gygax and his local gaming circle in Lake Geneva, Wisconsin, took to adapting all sorts of existing figures and unrelated toys for their fantasy game. Gygax himself had the time on his hands after he lost his insurance job in late 1970; he subsequently worked odd jobs, including shoe repair, to make ends meet—and they usually didn’t.

			Gygax’s group used plastic 40-millimeter Elastolin figures as their standard men; slightly smaller archers and Turks as elves and orcs, respectively; 25-millimeter medieval figures as goblins and dwarves; and 54-millimeter plastic Native American figures repainted black, grey, green, and purple as trolls and ogres. Gygax confessed in a 1972 issue of Wargamer’s Newsletter that the 70-millimeter figure he used as a giant is “a pure blue fellow with a head of bushy hair (snipped from one of my daughters’ dolls when they weren’t looking).” Less humanoid miniature figures featured in Chainmail required more ingenuity. They converted plastic dinosaur models into dragons: for example, Gygax’s childhood friend and confidante, Don Kaye, equipped a brontosaurus “with two smaller heads added to the long neck, spikes along the back, wings and so on” to morph it into something magical. Gygax amassed, according to the article, “soft plastic ‘horrors’ and insects from the dime store,” which would “serve as elementals and giant insects,” and for his Balrog, he repurposed “a giant sloth from an assortment of plastic prehistoric animals,” which they converted with a fresh paint job and a bit of modeling putty. Beyond informing Chainmail customers how to follow his example, Gygax used this article about his travails scrounging up fantastic miniatures as an opportunity to encourage professional toy makers to get on board: “The way the rules are selling here, it seems a good bet for some model figure firm to start producing a line of properly-scaled fantasy figures!”
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					Gary Gygax’s map of the Great Kingdom, as printed in the Domesday Book in 1971. Located at the map’s center is Nir Dyv, the Lake of Unknown Depths, a fictional counterpart to the waters of Gygax’s hometown haunt, Geneva Lake.

				
			
			THE GREAT KINGDOM

			One individual who shared Gary Gygax’s passion for both figure casting and the fantasy genre was an imaginative college history major from St. Paul, Minnesota, named Dave Arneson; he was one of the early adopters who picked up Chainmail in 1971. Arneson and other members of his prodigious college gaming club had joined Gygax’s Castle & Crusade Society the year prior and participated in the development of a shared imaginary realm that would provide a backdrop for a Society-wide medieval wargame. They called this setting the Great Kingdom.

			Mainly through the mail, the Society shared information about the development of different parts of the Great Kingdom, including the section developed personally by Arneson, a marshy northern land called Blackmoor, anchored by a great and ancient castle. Arneson, who had been collaborating and experimenting with other Twin Cities game designers and players on unconfined, “open sandbox” games that suggested a degree of role assumption, populated the dungeon below Castle Blackmoor with strange and dangerous creatures, starting with the monsters in Chainmail. Small squads of adventurers, made up of individual “characters,” each controlled by a player, would explore that underworld; cooperation was essential if they were to survive the horrors that a “referee,” usually Arneson, would pit against them in the treasure-laden maze. Arneson moreover added to the baseline hero (fighter) and wizard (magic-user) classes in Chainmail a new priestly (cleric) type, as well as the notion that adventurers would improve with experience and go up in “level.” Arneson started sharing information about Blackmoor through his own fanzine, Corner of the Table, and subsequently through the C&CS’s original fanzine, the Domesday Book. Gygax, having spent his youth between the pages of the pulp magazine Weird Tales reading Robert E. Howard’s Conan stories, understood the value of Arneson’s contribution. Here was the chance to cast himself and his fellow Castle & Crusade Society members as the heroes of their own pulp fantasy. Gygax began developing a dungeon similar to Arneson’s beneath a fortress in the south of the Great Kingdom, Castle Greyhawk. In ongoing private correspondence, Gygax and Arneson then began developing their ideas into a draft of a radical new game that would soon be called Dungeons & Dragons.
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					Dave Arneson (seated third from left) and other Twin Cities gamers at Gen Con in 1970.
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					The mailing label of a 1970 copy of the third issue of the Domesday Book, hand-addressed by Gary Gygax to Dave Arneson.
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					Cover of the first draft of Dungeons & Dragons, which survived both the by-mail collaboration process and the ages to preserve the authors’ hand annotations.

				
			
			

			DUNGEONS, DRAGONS, AND DRAWINGS

			The collaboration between Gary Gygax and Dave Arneson toward Dungeons & Dragons was scarcely underway when a prominent miniature firm took an interest in fantasy. California-based Jack Scruby, one of the fathers of American miniature wargaming, planned to cast his own fantasy figures for use with games like Chainmail, so he reached out to Chainmail’s publisher, Guidon Games. This provided Gygax with a fortuitous opportunity to comment on the general appearance of all manner of creatures familiar from Tolkien, and also to signal a new interest in visualizing the fantastic. In a May 1973 letter to Scruby, Gygax foreshadowed that “Dave [Arneson] and I are working on a campaign rule booklet which will tie in to Chainmail” and that “these campaign rules will be illustrated with many drawings and contain an entire phantasmagoria of weird critters.” These illustrations would be the first art developed specifically for Dungeons & Dragons. Gygax’s talents as a draftsman were perhaps not equal to this task, but he explained to Scruby, “One of my associates in the LGTSA has a rather talented spouse, and I hope that she will do a number of illustrations for use with the booklets.” Gygax would provide Scruby with “a couple of fast sketches she made.”

			The drawings in question were by local artist Cookie Corey, the spouse of LGTSA member Bill Corey, a wargamer who the driver’s licenseless Gygax frequently begged for car rides. Of those “fast sketches” by Corey, two made it into the published Dungeons & Dragons books and one did not. Gygax had hoped that Corey would do the bulk of the illustrations for his forthcoming game, but as the project evolved and time  grew short, other artists ultimately provided the remainder of the art for D&D.

			Guidon Games had little pay to offer for artwork, and as Gygax hoped to publish D&D through that imprint, he proceeded effectively without an art budget. He implored pretty much anyone to contribute art to the project, but free work is hard to come by outside of family, so Gygax soon found himself turning to his wife Mary’s half-sister, Keenan Powell. Powell lived in California, but she came to visit Lake Geneva for a few days at this crucial time, staying at the Gygax family home. With a hulking shoe-cobbling apparatus in the basement, the tiny white house at 330 Center Street could barely contain the seven members of Gygax’s immediate family
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			To the New York Times. The New York Times article, “Tunnels are Searched for Missing Student,” from September 8, 1979 (107) is used under license from the New York Times. From The New York Times, September 8, 1979, © 1979 The New York Times. All rights reserved. Used by permission and protected by the Copyright Laws of the United States. The printing, copying, redistribution, or retransmission of this Content without express written permission is prohibited.

			To Blizzard Entertainment. The following images are used with permission of Blizzard Entertainment, Inc.: Cover of D&D Warcraft (108); Screen capture of Gygax tribute from World of Warcraft (109).

			To Kickstarter. The Kickstarter D&D game photo (110) is used with permission of Luke Crane and photographer Hayley Rosenblum. The Kickstarter D&D player map (111) is used with permission of Carly Goodspeed.

			To TV Guide Magazine. The TV Guide page (112) is used with permission of TV Guide Magazine.

			To The Onion. The Bill Gates D&D character sheet from The Onion, June 18, 1997 (113) is reprinted with permission from The Onion. Copyright © 2018 Onion, Inc., www.theonion.com. Graphic Art by Rob Siegel.

			To Chick Publications. The Dark Dungeons comic tract cover (114) is used with permission of Chick Publications, Inc.

			To SFR, Inc. The Dragon Dice Battle Box cover art by Jennell Jacquays (115) is used with the permission of SFR, Inc.

			To IDW Comics. The IDW Dungeons & Dragons comic cover is courtesy of IDW Publishing.

			To Capcom. The Capcom D&D videogame ad (116) is used with the permission of Capcom USA, Inc.

			To Universal Studios. The screen capture of boys playing D&D from E.T.: The Extra-Terrestrial (117) is courtesy of Universal Studios Licensing LLC; © Universal City Studios, Inc.

			To Twentieth Century Fox. Gary Gygax as depicted on Futurama (118) is used under license of 20th Century Fox Television. ‘FUTURAMA’ ™ and ©2000 Twentieth Century Fox Television. All rights reserved.

			To British Pathé. The screen capture of Peter Cushing painting miniatures from 1956 British Pathé newsreel footage (119) is supplied by and used with the permission of British Pathé.

			To W.W. Norton & Company. The Dwellers in the Mirage cover (120) is used with the non-objection of W.W. Norton & Company.

			To Scientific Games. The Bally Midway ad for D&D pinball machine (121) is courtesy of Scientific Games Corp.

			Finally, a thank you to you, the reader for your support and your love of the game.
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. Up‘ he got and turned to fly, and found that he

could not. The farmer sprang on the mare’s back.
The dragon began to run. So did the mare. The
dragon galloped over a field puffing and blowing.
So did the mare. The farmer bawled and shouted,
as if he was watching a horse race; and all the
while he waved Tailbiter. The faster the dragon
ran the more bewildered he became; and all the
while the grey mare put her best leg foremost and

kept close behind him.

On they pounded down the lanes, and through
the gaps in the fences, over many fields and across
many brooks. The dragon was smoking and bellow-
ing and losing all sense of direction. At last they
came suddenly to the bridge of Ham, thundered
over it, and came roaring down the village street.
There Garm had the impudence to sneak out of
an alley and join in the chase.

All the people were at their windows or on the
roofs. Some laughed and some cheered; and some
beat tins and pans and kettles; and others blew

)
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