PREPARING TO ABANDON SHIP 

The main thing is to get off the sinking vessel and into this fragile and worm-chewed conveyance someone has had the audacity to call a lifeboat.   You may find yourself bringing useful items, or you may find yourself buck naked.  The physical and mental toll of raw survival may be crushing, or it may be trivially light.  You may have a heaping larder, or you may already be hungry.  Best of all, each of these factors is entirely your decision.

A HOST’S DUTIES

A host must provide a place to play, which can be as dreary and unpleasant as decorum allows.  A bare table with hard-backed chairs is ideal.  You’ll need straws or some other way to cast lots, food or tokens to represent food (glass beads serve nicely, as do tiny chocolates), character sheets and pencils, and cards - survivors, event, and flotsam and jetsam.  A soundtrack of crashing surf and keening gulls adds to the ambiance.  Unless you want to use dice to cast lots, there is no need for them. Straws are much more evocative - go find a broom. 

A SURVIVOR’S DUTIES

As a group you should name your beleaguered ship and sketch her demise - was she a merchant vessel or a ship of war?  In what manner did she succumb?  These rules generally assume a late nineteenth century catastrophe, but there is no reason it cannot be earlier or later.  If torpedoed by a U-Boat, you can add wireless operators, oilers, wipers, and so forth - time period opens interesting possibilities.  

Collectively decide on the parameters of your predicament and set the point value for the evening.  More points means more provisions, more stuff, and more resilient survivors.  Fewer points means a quicker and more gruesome game.  12 points per player is a good starting range for an average game; 6 points will be short and unbelievably nasty.  

[SIDEBAR] THE DELICATE ART OF ENTERTAINING

It is entirely possible - recommended, really - to play Open Boat with real food.  This can be as simple as using chocolate morsels in lieu of some other marker to represent provisions, or as elaborate as a dinner party.

If you opt for a more sumptuous repast, simply arrange a quantity of finger foods, snacks, and tidbits that can each represent one provision.  Whenever a character gets to eat, the player does, too.  It becomes a sort of twisted multi-course meal, punctuated by fits of rage and insanity.

Make sure that there are a wide array of items, from the delicious to the unseemly.  Mint cakes, tinned kippers, and soda crackers are all wonderfully evocative.  If you really strive for verisimilitude, make drinks part of the provisions to keep everyone thirsty.  Note that there is a point when the privation stops being fun - avoid reaching this point unless you are Scandinavian.

It is essential that you cater to cannibals!  There are competing urges here - on the one hand, an ample supply of beef jerky seems called for, but on the other, shouldn't the influx of delicious, fresh food be represented by something special, like cupcakes?  As host, it is your decision.

CHARACTER GENERATION

Everyone creates a single character who managed to join the lifeboat.  Your choice is mostly color, so make it colorful!  There are twenty-four roles provided on cards, and you should spread them out and choose a fun one. Ripe for conflicts and self-involved histrionics.  

It is certainly permissible for someone to claim the Ship's Master, and the erosion of his authority will be great fun for everybody.  Once a ship has sunk, it is time-honored tradition that all rank and privilege sinks with it.  Whatever leadership an officer brings to bear in the lifeboat is moral rather than temporal in nature, unless the swabbies obey out of habit or sheer terror.  Martinet, beware!

If none of the roles provided appeal to you, by all means invent your own. 

[SIDEBAR] THE CREW ROLES:  

The Ship's Master, once mighty

The First Mate, maligned sycophant

The Assistant Surgeon, unsteady at the scalpel

The Cook, bluff and practical

The Boy, timorous and succulent

The Purser, prickly and officious

The Bosun, tough as nails

The Carpenter, resourceful but scattered

The Able Seaman, able enough for this lot

The Old Tar, wise and dour

The Deckhand, slow but steady

The Sailmaker's Apprentice, uncertain and untested

[SIDEBAR] THE PASSENGER ROLES:  

The Widow, her husband lately drowned

The Correspondent, observant and inquisitive

The Chaplain, faithful and zealous

The Aristocrat, haughty and aloof

The Stow-Away, innocent and young

The Immigrants:  A Mother and two squalling waifs

The Dude, a ne'er-do-well and yegg

The Lag, prisoner in rusty irons

The Rum-Sot, a slobbering drunk

The Shipwreck Survivor, an unlucky-ish person

The Doxie, a dance-hall slattern

The Foreigner, inscrutable and dirty

ASSIGNING POINTS

From the point value you agree upon, each player purchases points in the three civilized Measures and buys Flotsam and Jetsam.  Whatever is left over becomes provisions, and is openly returned to the communal pile.  Each point you give over as provisions becomes one days ration for every player.  Thus, if five people are playing, a point devoted to provisions becomes five provisions.  If nine people were playing, one point would equal nine provisions.  

Note that building a supremely capable character at the expense of the community provisions stockpile is unlikely to win you any friends.  And you'll need friends.  

Think about what sort of person you will be playing, and add points to the Measure of their Courage, Discipline, and Humanity accordingly.  The minimum is one and there is no maximum.  Hunger, Madness, and Fear - the uncivilized Traits - all begin at zero.  It is an exceedingly good idea to have a high Measure of Courage, but without the civilized virtues of Discipline and Humanity, you won’t last long before degenerating into a hearty but murderous lunatic.  That can be fun, too.

Feel free to change your character concept if you draw an especially juicy bit of flotsam and jetsam.  Maybe you got the Medicine - go ahead and swap your Deck-hand for the Assistant Surgeon if you like.  

FLOTSAM AND JETSAM

Extra things will stir up trouble, and they will make their way into the lifeboat.  You can choose to take as many bits of flotsam and jetsam as you like, and each costs one point.  Draw flotsam and jetsam randomly!  Take turns drawing them so that if they run out (unlikely) they are at least distributed evenly.  

You need not reveal an item until you want to, but the fact that you have one in your possession must be common knowledge - it is a small boat, so keep the upside-down flotsam and jetsam card in plain view (the exception to this rule is the Mascot, which cannot be hidden very well - it poops). Anyone whose Hunger rises above their Discipline can steal an item instead of extra provisions, if they choose, even if they do not know what it is.  This will have the effect of encouraging players to use up their one-time items early in the game, which is, of course, disastrous folly.  

[SIDEBAR] SHOWING UP LATE 

If someone shows up late for a game of Open Boat, do not slay and eat them (not at first, in any case).  Instead, simply follow this procedure:

Allow them to pick a surviving Castaway on board and flesh the wretch out as a character normally.  Subtract one provision for every day the lifeboat has been at sea from his initial contribution.  Similarly, add one to an uncivilized trait for every day that has passed.  This player's character will generally be in worse shape than his more prompt  friends.

If no Castaways yet survive, the new player character simply washes up, clinging to a board.  

EVERY SEAT TAKEN; MORE MOUTHS TO FEED

The player characters are the heroes of this sordid little blood opera; everyone else is merely a Castaway.  Castaways (being traumatized and thoroughly enervated) cannot man the tiller or perform any other action.  They are immune to the tragic swinging of uncivilized traits.  They do, however, eat - one provision per Castaway per day (three for the Immigrants) - and they eat before the player characters do.  Castaways cheerfully obey any community decision.  For example, if all the players agree to eat two provisions for a day, the surviving Castaways will do the same.  

Castaways, like player characters, can be targeted for attacks and even murder.  And cannibals, take note - the tragic passing of the Immigrant family will provide a welcome 24 provisions - twelve for the mother and six for each baby.  They live and die as a set.  However, murdering the Immigrants will raise Madness by three for the killer!

THE MEASURE OF ALL THAT IS DECENT, AND ITS INEXORABLE DECAY
Six factors define you - three vibrant with purpose, zeal, and dedication to all things correct, and three ... not so much.   You'll assign point values to the Measures of your civilized nature - Courage, Discipline, and Humanity - when generating your character.  The baser instincts lurking below the surface, your nascent Corruption, all start at a merciful zero.  

CIVILIZED MEASURES
Courage, Discipline, and Humanity are the three Measures of all that is proper, orderly, and good.   When uncivilized Traits overwhelm them, uncivilized urges that overwhelm you.  

Courage refers to your grit, toughness, and physical well-being.  When it is sapped, Hunger, Madness, and the primal call of Fear will take charge.  Many things will lower your Courage, and a few – most of them unpleasant – will raise it.  

Discipline refers to your mental fitness.  If you are squared-away and in control of yourself, you will survive longer.  When it is weakened, bad things begin to happen to other people. 

Humanity refers to your faith and spirit.  The most important of the three “good” traits, when your Humanity falters, you become open to extreme, otherwise unacceptable concepts – like cannibalism, suicide, and murder.  

REPULSIVE DEGENERACY
Hunger, Madness, and Fear are the three degenerate traits that inexorably increase throughout the game.  The higher they climb, the worse things get on the lifeboat - and one of them will increase every day, like clockwork.

Hunger graws at your belly.  Food and water, the stuff of physical survival, are in short supply.  When it exceeds the Measures of civility, Hunger can lead to theft – and worse.

Fear eats at your heart.  It is the will to live, your raw determination and grit.  When it exceeds the Measures of civility, it can lead to violence and death.

And, of course, Madness nibbles at your brain, and represents the pressures that lead it to short-circuit.  When it exceeds the Measures of civility, it can lead to self-destruction and ruin.

BAD MANNERS TRIUMPHANT


When your uncivilized degeneracy exceeds a Measure of civility, vile things happen.  On any day when this occurs, announce the result and role-play your actions.  It is entirely possible that several degenerate traits will rise in a single day, and among multiple characters.  The result is chaos and barbarism; may God help you.  If multiple uncivilized options present themselves, you may choose which to enact - if you have more than one possibility (and at some point you will), the only restriction is that you cannot carry out the same act two days in a row.  

Once your character has crossed an unfortunate threshold and acted on some heinous impulse, the crisis has passed.  It matters not if your actions were thwarted - it is the effort that matters.  Feel free to continue to role-play the deviancy, but you need not steal, murder, cannibalize again in future days – unless you want to.  That door has been opened to you, until your civilized Measure catches up, waiting to be crossed again.
Measures of civility may indeed rise again to bring their uncivilized counterparts to heel; this is of course laudable.  It is also entirely temporary – once the degeneracy rises again, as it surely will, history repeats itself and some other bad thing must necessarily happen.  

All of these despicable and sad behaviors are preventable.  All it takes is the players on either side of you to have their character intervene.  Of course, they do so at a cost...

HUNGER ASCENDANT

When your Hunger exceeds your Measure of Courage, you COLLAPSE. Weakened, you are incapable of manning the tiller or getting provisions for yourself and will soon die if unattended.  You cannot vote.  You cannot block the actions of your neighbors, which is a serious liability.  

When your Hunger exceeds your Measure of Discipline, you STEAL.  Take up to three provisions for yourself without the possibility of being blocked, or take any item, whether it has been revealed or not.  

When your Hunger first exceeds your Measure of Humanity, you CONSUME.  This can mean any number of things, all of them harmful.  Perhaps you begin to drink sea water.  Maybe you start eating oil-soaked canvas, or your own bloody scabs - something repulsive that raises the Fear of everyone who observes you by one.  Anyone collapsed, ranting, or bargaining is oblivious.  The other option for consumption requires a corpse.  Indulging in cannibalism increase your Courage and Madness by one, in addition to meeting your daily provisions requirement while the corpse lasts.  

[SIDEBAR] THINGS TO HUNGER  FOR:  

Home foods and simple comforts.  Shepherd's pie and mom's spotted dick.  Stilton cheese cut from the wheel.  Mince pie at Easter.  A single golden apple.

Something to quench the thirst.  Ice-cold well water in unlimited quantities.  Madiera.  Having indulged in urine already, is it possible to drink one's own blood? 

The most pitiful morsel, when other fantasies have faltered.  Rats, singly or in numbers.  Beetles and crawling things of any description.  Green grass, carpenter's oakum, a leather belt, a maggoty biscuit, a can of miserable dessicated turnips.  Under sufficient duress, is human excrement edible?  

FEAR ASCENDANT

When your Fear first exceeds your Measure of Courage, you BARGAIN.  Your uncivilized Fears take over and you beg, plead, or pray – to your fellow survivors, to God, to yourself.  It is a total breakdown and you cannot man the tiller or obtain your own provisions – someone will have to look out for you or you will go hungry.  You may still block the actions of a neighbor.  

When your Fear first exceeds your Measure of Discipline, you FIGHT.  Choose another survivor with whom you have reason – logical or not – to quarrel, and attack them.  Your target will lose one Courage or gain one Fear – your choice.  

When your Fear first exceeds your Measure of Humanity, you KILL.  Choose another survivor and murder them.  This can be a player character or, if you have any around, a Castaway.  Or even the mascot, if it’s aboard.  People will probably try to stop this, unless they really dislike your target.

[SIDEBAR] THINGS TO BE AFRAID OF:  

Death, encrusted with agonizing buboes and salt-sores.  Death at the hands of a friend.  Sharks, wheeling and tearing, waiting.  The sea is hungrier than you are.  The boat is frail and open.  

Shame.  My God, what will you do to survive?  How will you live with yourself, if you live at all?

Treachery and Desecration.  They'll eat you, you know - after betraying you. If they are cruel they will not wait until you are dead before cutting out your still-wet liver.  They do not like you.

MADNESS ASCENDANT

When your Madness first exceeds your Measure of Courage, you RANT.  Your mind snaps and you descend into lunacy.  You can’t be trusted to man the tiller, but you can still feed yourself and block your neighbors.  Nobody really pities a madman in a lifeboat, but at least you can feed yourself normally.

When your Madness first exceeds your Measure of Discipline, you DESTROY.  Take as many provisions as you like and remove them from play – over the side!  Discard at least one, and remember that this is destruction, not consumption – none for you.  If you control an item, you can throw that over the side instead.

When your Madness first exceeds your Measure of Humanity, you SACRIFICE.  This can be anything from giving your provisions to someone else up to suicide, giving your body as an offering to the ocean Gods or to your hungry friends.  You must give up something – an item you control, your daily provisions, or your own life.

[SIDEBAR] THINGS that MAKE YOU CRAZY:  

 The noises!  The strange piping at night that is no narwhal, whatever they may say.  There are things watching from beyond the swells, nasty wet things, biding their time.  

Their craven subterfuge - they deny you your share!   It is all the officer's fault - he mocks you.  He wants to kill you.  Him, and Father Christmas.  

One can stave off hunger by judiciously eating ones own impedimenta - scabs, fingernails, useless bits of dead skin!  The sharks are our rapscallion friends!

You can see the old chapel on the hill, plain as day - why can no one else?   Your lover is scolding you for tarrying!  You'll take a short walk with the Emperor of all the Russias and sort everything out!

THE CUSTOM OF THE SEA

Certain things need to be done every day in your futile struggle for survival. Somebody must man the tiller to keep your fragile craft from being smashed to matchsticks, for example.  You'll need to establish some system for doling our scant provisions as well.  And, of course, somebody will always need to keep the lunatics in line - a thankless task. 

ANOTHER DAY, ANOTHER MISERY

Keep track of the number of days that have passed.  Each day will present a new drama.  In the end, there is always a slim hope of rescue, and knowing how many days have passed is essential.  

CHARACTER DEGENERATION

You gain a point of something degenerate every day.  Hunger, Madness, or Fear – your choice.  This is inexorable and in addition to any Hunger you gain from not eating and the effect of event cards.  Make sure you role-play the increase.

If any uncivilized trait reaches ten, you die.  Your mates must decide whether to throw you over the side and bury you at sea, or chop you to bits and bury you in their starving bellies.  Remember that a corpse is worth 12 provisions - it may not seem like much as you sit reading this, fat and content, but believe me, there will come a time when you will think differently.  

If, during the course of a day, one of your degeneracies slips past a Measure of civility, the terrible result occurs at the beginning of the following day when it is time for you to take an action.  

VOTING

At the end of each day, all the players may suggest topics to vote on.  Any vote that is unanimous has the force of law; it is carried out immediately.  This is a good way to push Castaways over the side and/or eat them.  Since unanimity is required, it will be a rare occasion when you can vote a player character onto the butcher block - rare but not unprecedented.  You can use voting to create agreements about the consumption of provisions, tiller duty and so forth, which have power until someone deliberately breaks the agreement.  

Any person who breaks a group agreement gains a point of Fear immediately.  The agreement is then null and void.  

Anyone who has collapsed, is stupefied with laudanum, is sun-burned or suffering from sunstroke cannot vote - simply ignore their feverish groaning.  There is also an bit of Flotsam and Jetsam (The Secret) that allows the holder to override a person’s vote – this is a powerful weapon that can be used in many creative and despicable ways.

THE TILLER AND OTHER DREAD RESPONSIBILITIES

You have to man the tiller to avoid being caught on the beam by a wave, battered and capsized.  Perhaps you can rotate this chore amicably.  If nobody assumes this responsibility, everybody dies.  Non-player characters are incapable of manning the tiller.  If the tiller-man intervenes in any conflict, his Fear goes up by one automatically.  

If the boat begins to leak (caused by an event card), a second person must attend to that each turn.  In terms of responsibility, it is effectively a second tiller.  This will be likely to drive the game to an ugly and rapid conclusion.  

[SIDEBAR] DRAWING LOTS

You may, of course, vote to draw lots to settle difficult disputes, like who must suffer from the edict of an event card.  Drawing lots is a time-honored custom among shipwrecked mariners.  Should anyone object on moral grounds, kindly remind them that the drawing of lots is biblically sound - among other instances, Saul, by drawing lots, found that his son Jonathan had eaten honey in 1 Samuel 14:41.  Mmm, honey.

Lots can be drawn at any time, but will be most useful in resolving event cards.  The result of a vote might also be to draw lots to settle some issue, such as who must die so that the rest may fill their bellies.

EVENTS

Each day you, the ragged and huddled survivors, will be confronted by an Event.  Draw one or more event cards - these cards frequently bring bad news and force you to make unpleasant decisions.  

Draw one card per dead player character, plus one.  Thus, for most of the game, you'll draw one per turn.  Once people begin to die, the number of event cards drawn will escalate - but only one is played per day.  The  unlucky players of dead player characters choose as a group which card to play.

In the unlikely circumstance that you run out of event cards, beg the Lord to end your ceaseless torment, reshuffle, and draw from the fresh pile.
If you don't have the wherewithal to provide cards, the Event list is conveniently numbered for use with percentile dice.  
COMPULSION AND CAPRICE

After the Event has been resolved, choose an action for the day.  If any uncivilized trait is higher than a Measure of civility for the first time, you are forced to act on that particular impulse.  If there are multiple uncivilized traits ascendant, choose whichever you prefer, but you cannot use the same misbehavior two turns in a row.  

Going around the table, starting in the bow and proceeding clockwise, each player gets a moment in the spotlight.  The player in the spotlight should announce the action he chooses - or is required - to take, and how he is going about it.  Each player only gets a single action.   If you have no action, take a brief moment in the spotlight to lament your state of mind, body, and spirit in florid and heartbreaking terms.
SPRINGING INTO ACTION

Nearby boat-mates can step in to stop some mad act from occurring, thwarting the uncivilized imperative of another tragic survivor, but there may be a cost.  

When a dangerous or destructive behavior is announced, the players to the right and left of the unstable character's player must decide, in secret, whether they will choose to block it.  

If neither does, the dangerous act is carried out. 

If one person moves to stop it, the act is not prevented but the good Samaritan gains a point of degeneracy in the category of his choice for his trouble, and the player who chose not to act loses one of his choice through pure schadenfreude.  

If both people act, the misdeed is prevented with no penalty to either.  

If your opposite in a potential block is manning the tiller, consider carefully before springing into action.  The tiller-man has a powerful disincentive to get involved, since he will gain a point of Fear.  If your opposite has collapsed, the outcome is pre-ordained.  

The best way to physically handle blocking is to have the two players making the decision close their eyes, and then, at the count of three, give a thumbs-up (Yes!  I'm getting involved!) or cross their arms (No!  I'm sitting still!).  When they open their eyes, the roars of impotent fury and cries of rank betrayal will be heart-rending.

Once a conflict is resolved, move on to the next player character in order in a clockwise fashion.  Each player should get an opportunity to act every day.  Even if you don't have anything decisive to do, you can use your moment to rail against the heavens, curry favor, or threaten your inferiors.  Let the current state of your faltering Traits guide your behavior.  

REARRANGING DECK CHAIRS

It's a small boat, but there's room to move about haltingly.  At the sordid conclusion of each grueling day, you may switch seats.

If two players mutually agree, they can switch.

If a player is prostrate after collapsing, taking laudanum, or with sun-burn or sunstroke, the first person (in order from the bow) who wishes to may change places with them.
Certain Event cards mandate changing seats.  

Remember that your neighbors will be deciding whether you succeed in stealing the Gun or devouring the Old Tar, so choose them wisely.  

PROVISIONS

There is a set quantity of food and water on board the lifeboat and it is not enough.  The less provisions on hand, the shorter and more grisly the game will be.  Since you decide how many provisions to kick in to the communal stockpile during character generation, you have no one to blame but yourself when the Bosun starts eyeing you like a roast turkey.  

Food should be represented by a pile of beads, coins, or actual delicious morsels.  To remain hale and hearty, each person must consume one point of provisions per day.  Each day of missed food drives up Hunger by one.  

Unless the survivors collectively vote to limit food intake, you may take as much food from the larder as you like.  You can eat up to three, but feel free to take more and hide them away.  You must do this openly, and your neighbors have the option of trying to block you.  If the group has voted to limit food, you must pay the penalty (Fear increasing by one, and absolute anarchy) to break the agreement before you can take extra food, and even then you can be blocked.
Feel free to tuck some food away for later; just keep it in the open like Flotsam and Jetsam, because it can be stolen.  If you are compelled to Steal, you can take up to three Provisions and cannot be blocked. 

Consuming extra provisions (by stealing them, using an item, or through another’s sacrifice) decreases Hunger, Fear, or Madness on a one-to-one basis.  Your choice of which trait to lower.  You can choke down a maximum of three provisions per day, and at that rate your civilized qualities will actually improve.  That won't last.

THE FOOD THAT DARES NOT SPEAK ITS NAME

A human body provides twelve man-days worth of provisions.  Once somebody has broken the taboo, their Hunger exceeding their Measure of Humanity, it is a personal decision whether or not to join in for the rest of the survivors.  Of course, if it is too repulsive for others, the lone cannibal can gorge himself on the equivalent of three provisions every day for four days, or enjoy twelve straight days of decent food - quite an incentive.  

The mathematically-minded sailor will soon realize that, after twelve days, a man consuming provisions regularly becomes a drain on his mates.  He breaks even at twelve days, and his unfortunate demise and consumption prior to that point is a net gain for those he leaves behind - assuming they eat him.  

The first time a character tastes human flesh, increase his Madness by one.  This is a one-time only effect per individual. Beyond this initial taste, human flesh is just another provision, albeit a popular and tasty one.

[SIDEBAR] DINNER and CONVERSATION

Take a moment to discuss the day's events as you eat (or wish you were eating).  If anyone died or was murdered, a brief eulogy is in order.  You might look to the ranking officer for this, for old time's sake.  Decide on the disposition of their corpse - over the side or on the butcher block.  Once everyone is satisfied, the day ends and a new dawn grinds over the pitiless ocean.

This pattern repeats day after day, until there is only one survivor left, or rescue occurs.

ENDGAME

As supplies and lives are frittered away, the situation in the boat steadily, inexorably deteriorates.  One there are three or fewer survivors remaining, no action can be blocked.  This is quite important to remember.  
Again - if there are three or fewer player characters left alive, no action can be blocked.  This tends to accelerate the ugly end.

RESCUE

There is hope - a slender branch of salvation that reaches feebly toward you and your emaciated companions.  Here's how it might come about.

If you are the player of the first player character that dies, you have the dubious honor of choosing the day of rescue.  It must be between one and fourteen days away.  You can set it near, or (more likely) you can set it far.  If this day arrives before everybody dies, you steps in to narrate the arrival of a ship, or the sighting of an island, or some other happy intercession.  

At this point, you can determine who the overall "winner" is, if you like.  Start with those who did not indulge in the Custom of the Sea.  Each should, total their uncivilized traits and their Measures of civility.  Subtract the uncivilized total from civilized, and the character with the highest number is the winner.  

If every survivor went cannibalistic, apply the same ranking scheme and add a healthy dose of self-loathing.  

If rescue does not come in time, the player with the last remaining survivor wins.  
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