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In the beginning…

 Our team, Liboncatipu, had just completed
Puzzle Hunt 123 with our best finish ever in a Hunt. In the last
fifteen minutes, with all of our players running on two (or less)
hours of sleep, we’d finished the final meta puzzle to squeak ahead
of our rivals for second place. The winning team finished hours
before we did.

We were talking with the winning team and
congratulating them when we realized that since they’d just put on
a Hunt recently, they weren’t interested in putting on another one
right away. In the tradition of Hunts, this meant that we were next
in line for the privilege of hosting, if we wanted to... We
did.

This is the guide I wanted to read when we
started. Early on, I realized there’s a lot of tribal knowledge
about how to run these events; this guide’s aim is to capture the
best practices of our experience. Throughout the book, I’ve given
guidance in the form of “do this” or “plan this way”, because if
you’re new to running Hunts, I think that’s more useful than being
presented with every possible option. That said, just because our
group did things one way doesn’t mean you have to. Plenty of
previous Hunts have successfully run using different methods than
ours.

What is a Puzzle Hunt?

There are many different types of puzzle
events, and although this guide might include useful information
for running those, it is primarily aimed at describing how to run a
Puzzle Hunt.

A Puzzle Hunt is an event that has the
following characteristics:

A Puzzle Hunt is a team event where teams solve a set
of unique puzzles created for the event.

Puzzles are a mix of traditional puzzles (such as
crosswords or word searches), location-based puzzles (where puzzles
depend on a specific feature of the location or players must do
something at a specific spot to solve the puzzle), and physical
puzzles (where players must build something or manipulate objects
in order to solve the puzzle).

All puzzles have a final answer of a single word,
number, name, or phrase.

Puzzles are distinguished by being more layered or
complex than typical puzzles. For example, there are rarely
cryptogram puzzles, but often cryptograms are combined with other
types of puzzles, such as a cryptogram maze (where maze pieces are
scrambled in the style of a cryptogram, and must be descrambled and
then the maze solved).

Groups of puzzles are connected by one or more meta
puzzles, in which answers from the individual puzzles in the group
are used as pieces of the meta puzzle.

Teams are given multiple puzzles at a time and the
solution of a specific puzzle is not required to complete the
event. The exception is the meta puzzles.

The first team to solve all the meta puzzles wins. In
some events, a team must only solve the final meta puzzle in order
to win. If there are points for solving puzzles, these are usually
a secondary ranking mechanism.

Puzzles are tied to a plot and to advance the plot,
teams must solve puzzles.

The event runs non-stop over a weekend with all-night
solving.

Often the event is community run and
not-for-profit.

Overview of our Hunt

Throughout this guide, I use our event as an
example. It’s not critical you understand the details, but a high
level understanding is useful.

Our event was themed as a Carmen
Sandiego-style caper where teams chased villains using the US
railway system.

[image: tmp_4514aecd1b3a542a0fde805bd17574cf_ow1qRp_html_694361d6.jpg]

Figure 1: Map showing the train
route and stats for a team. Red stars represent cities with a set
of puzzles at each city. Blue stars represent whistle stop
puzzles.

There were five cities (i.e., rounds) with
8-10 puzzles each. Once you opened a round, the next round of
puzzles would be available 8 hours later, and you could unlock it
more quickly by solving puzzles. This was thematically handled as
telling teams that solving puzzles sped up their train to get to
the next city faster.

Between each round of puzzles there was a
whistle stop – a short and easy puzzle meant to be projected and
solved by the whole team. These were timed and gave you more points
if you solved them quickly.

For more details on our event, see Appendix:
Puzzle Hunt Structure. You can also find the puzzles we wrote for
the event at http://seattlepuzzling.com/ph14/.

Introducing Liboncatipu and
Acknowledgements

Obviously, this guide wasn’t written in a
vacuum, and would not exist without the core Liboncatipu team that
put on the Hunt. You’ll see their names scattered throughout this
book in the sample agendas, notes and action items.

Putting on the Hunt was much bigger and
longer than any of us ever expected, and there’s no way it would
have released without the whole team. Thanks to my teammates Ben
Andrews, Jen Chalfan, Jamie Eckman, Jeff Ford, Drew Hoskins, Mike
Janney, Jason Lucas, Chris Moore, Andy Rich, Rehana Rodrigues,
Deanna Rubin, and Adam Ruprecht. Special thanks to Matt Lahut, Jay
Lorch, and Casey Peel and for helping out during the day of the
event.

Taking the leap

So, you’re interested in putting on a Hunt.
Maybe you finished one and you’re interested in seeing behind the
curtain. Maybe you have some good puzzle ideas you want to try out.
Maybe you’ve played for years and want to return the favor to the
puzzling community. Regardless, I assume you’re not doing this by
yourself, but as part of a team (possibly of people who you’ve
solved puzzles with before) that is thinking about putting on a
Hunt.

Some early questions to ask yourself and the
team:

Are we prepared to spend the next year working on
this?

What other commitments do we have?

Are we all in, or will this be done by a subset of
the team?

At this point, you don’t need to recruit
everyone who will be involved with the event. For example, you
don’t need to get volunteers for the day of or recruit people who
will just write a puzzle or two. Instead, make sure you know the
core group of people who will plan and run the event.

Gaining experience first

In this book, I assume you’ve played in a
Puzzle Hunt, but may not have experience running puzzle events.
Experience isn’t a requirement for putting on a Hunt, but it helps.
Prior to hosting a Hunt, it’s useful to do one of the following (or
recruit people who have):

Write puzzles. The core of the Hunt is
puzzles, and writing puzzles is fundamentally different than
solving puzzles. You’ll want some people on your team who have done
this before. You can get some experience by playing in an Iron
Puzzler event or writing puzzles for friends and family. An Iron
Puzzler event is an event where teams create puzzles with certain
constraints, like the ingredients in Iron Chef. Half of the time is
spent generating puzzles as a team, then all teams share their
puzzles with other teams to solve and grade.

Help with a similar event. Other puzzle events
can always use help and are often similar enough that the
experience is directly transferable. We had several people who’d
participated in other events, and their experience was
valuable.

Run a smaller puzzle event. Our team had a
subset of people who put on a SNAP (Seattle and Nearby Adventures
in Puzzling) prior to doing a Hunt. It’s a much smaller, single-day
event, and gives you experience writing puzzles and managing an
event.

Run a puzzle party. My husband and I
previously put on a small, several hour treasure hunt party at our
house. The party was small, but gave us a taste of building puzzles
that loosely tied together. We also got to watch people solving our
puzzles, so we could see what people liked and what didn’t work.
Trust me, people rarely solve your puzzles the way you think they
will.

Put on another style of event. Putting on
large events, such as Renaissance fairs, trade shows, fan
conventions, or gaming conventions gives you experience in working
with facilities requirements, managing large groups of people, and
event management.

Time commitment

There’s debate about how long it takes to put
on a Hunt, with estimates varying from 6 months to a couple of
years. Most people seem to agree that a novice team of
approximately 12 people can put an event on in 12 months or less.
One of your early conversations will need to be about what prior
commitments people have, and whether that changes your schedule.
Our team settled on an 18 month schedule because we had five of our
11 people tied up with prior puzzle commitments, and we ended up
drifting out to two years. Don’t make a final decision on schedule
until you have the scheduling discussion, during your initial
planning phase.

Time commitment will vary by person, but
initially the team will need to meet for two hours once every two
weeks while planning, with supplementary meetings and side work
taking a couple additional hours a week. Closer to the Hunt, you’ll
move to weekly meetings of an hour of tactical work, and then a
couple of hours of puzzle play testing.

Event expectations

It’s hard to avoid the temptation to want to
produce a bigger, better, and grander Hunt than the one you just
finished. But try. A common piece of advice we received prior to
starting was to produce a smaller, well-run event on schedule
rather than worrying about doing bigger and better. It was good
advice for a new team; we ran a well-executed event without too
many bells and whistles and would have been significantly slower if
we’d tried to produce a grander, showier event.

Getting started: A checklist

Once you decide that you’re interested in
putting on a Hunt, here are your first steps:
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to be part of the team.
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have agreed to join. You don’t want to spoil people who might want
to play in your Hunt on the details of your puzzles.
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minutes, action items, idea parking lots, and so forth. It should
also be where you store puzzles, puzzle templates, answer sheets,
marketing collateral, and so forth. We used Dropbox, but there are
many options including SkyDrive and Google Drive.

Building your team

You may have 12 people who have committed to
run a Puzzle Hunt together, or you may be looking for additional
people. Regardless, the largest determining factor for whether your
Hunt is successful or not is whether your team can work together to
put.

Although it’s unfortunate, some teams that
have played together have found that running a Hunt destroys them.
From the outside, it’s not always clear what the causes were, but a
common problem people cite is abandonment. Expect attrition (we
ended up needing to bring in about five new people to get us
through to the end), plan to not take it personally, and talk about
being explicit if people need to drop out or scale back their
involvement. Putting on an event like this is a large time
investment, and some people may start with the best of intentions
and later realize they can’t stay involved to the level they want
to be.

Who to do it with

One of the biggest factors in a successful
Hunt is finding the right people to do it with. You want as many
team members as you can with the following characteristics:

Good at finding things that must be done and doing
them without asking permission

Open minded to new ideas and willing to listen to
others

Managers, team leads, or have held other leadership
or project management positions at work or elsewhere

Who work together already or have worked together
previously (either as part of an event or at work)
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