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Slacking Through the Sandbox:  One Lazy DM's Experiences -- by Roger Carbol  

 

Introduction 

When I read Ben Robbins' great Ars Ludi articles 
about his West Marches sandbox campaign, and saw Rob 
Conley's excellent work on Points of Light, I thought to 
myself:  I should really try setting up and running a 
sandbox campaign for my 4E group. 

But every time I sat down to begin, my enthusiasm 
drained away.  It seemed like so much work!  I didn't want 
to toil away for lonely hours without end, regardless of how 
much fun it might eventually be once I got to run some 
players through it.  So I repressed my urge to sandbox and 
ran my players, like so many rats in a maze, through yet 
another WotC module.  But in the dark recesses of my mind, 
a seed had been planted. 

What if it were possible to run a sandbox without so 
much up-front work?  What was the absolute minimum I 
could get away with?  Could I successfully run a sandbox by 
the seat of my pants? 

These ideas appealed to my lazy, slothful nature.  I 
would set up a slacker's sandbox -- a slackbox -- and 
unleash my players upon it.  What's the worst that could 
happen?  I'd waste some time, the players would tell me my 
adventures sucked, my world sucked, and I sucked, and 

we'd all go back to module WTF23: Beyond the 

UnderDarkShadowFey.  That's the sort of risk I was willing 
to take. 

This is an account of my analysis of the 
requirements of a sandbox, how I set mine up, how I've 
been running it, and how you can set one up yourself.   

Sandbox Requirements 

What, really, does a sandbox need?  This is a subset 
of a broader question: what does a setting need?  What, 
fundamentally, does a setting do?  What's it for? 

These are big questions.  After flailing around a bit, I 
fell back to looking at the game in play: what are the 
players doing, most of the time? 
 
-making tactical combat decisions 
--in the context of an encounter 
---in the context of an adventure 
----in the context of a series of adventures, or a campaign. 
 

That's a lot of contexts, but the symmetry of this 
simple architecture is appealing.  It also gave me a good 
place to start considering setting. 
 

http://arsludi.lamemage.com/index.php/78/grand-experiments-west-marches/�
http://www.goodman-games.com/4380preview.html�


2 
 

The most generic example of the above sequence is:  
a player's character uses an attack power against an enemy, 
as part of an encounter involving those enemies, as part of 
an adventure involving those and other enemies, as part of 
a campaign. 

That sentence is compelling proof of a fundamental 
truth: generic is boring.  In contrast, let's consider a specific 
example:  John's character Gutboy Barrelhouse of the 
dwarven Barrelhouse clan swings his mighty +2 Axe of 
Groin-Cleaving at Blunnk the orc of the Severed Toenail 
tribe, as part of an encounter with the tribe in their 
ancestral caves, as part of the quest to recover the missing 
Fourth Metacarpal of Wazoo, as part of the epic mission to 
reassemble the entire Wrist of Tor thus saving the 
multiverse from annihilation. 

That certainly has its own share of problems, but it's 
not bland and boring in a generic way.  All those details -- 
the weaponry, the orcs, the disassembled artifact -- have 
been harvested from the setting. 

So that's one important job for setting: to provide 
concrete specific detail that displaces any generic 
placeholders.  Like an encyclopedia, it provides the answers 
to Who, What, When, and Why. 

Of course, that still leaves an important question 
unanswered:  Where.  In my analysis of what players are 
doing most of the time, I left out some of the important 
things their characters do some of the time: 
 

-between attack actions during an encounter, they are 
moving around the encounter battlemat 
-between encounters, they are moving through the 
dungeon 
-between adventures, they are moving between adventure 
sites 
 

The setting, more like an atlas now, provides the 
details about all that movement.  It answers our Where 
question. 
 

To summarize how I've broken down setting: 
 
Setting 
-Encyclopedia 
--Who (PCs, NPCs, monsters) 
--What (mundane items, magic items, artifacts) 
--When (history, seasons, weather) 
--Why (plot, motivations) 
-Atlas (Where) 
--encounter-level battlemats 
--adventure-level dungeons 
--campaign-level overland maps 
 

The acute among you may have noticed that I 
haven't answered the How question.  That question is 
answered by the system (in my case, D&D 4E,) not the 
setting.  In case you were wondering. 
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Interesting as all that is, is it actually good for 
anything?  More particularly, does it help us build our 
slackbox?  Indeed it does!  The standard sandbox 
implements all of these headings in advance, often in 
considerable detail.  However, for the dedicated slacker, 
some of them are easiest to prepare ahead of time, while 
others are more amenable to off-the-cuff improvisation. 

In my experience, the one thing you really need in 
hand before play begins is the overland map.  So let's start 
there. 

Slacking Together the Overland Map 

If you want to put together an overland map without 
doing much work, you have a few options. 

The absolute easiest is to buy a pre-packaged one 
that someone else has slaved over for hours and hours.  
This is a fine idea, and I wouldn't discourage anyone from 
trying it.  It could be a purpose-built sandbox map, like the 
Points of Light products, or a previously-published setting 
like Greyhawk with perhaps a few names changed. 

On the other hand, if you, the reader, were inclined 
to just buy a sandbox off the shelf, you might not really be 
my target audience.  I'm one of those DMs who likes 
creating things -- no, really I am -- but I want to do it 
quickly, and preferably, collaboratively. 

To make my own map, I asked myself just what a 
sandbox map consists of.  In the most general sense, they 
contain: 

 
Map from Points of Light by Rob Conley 

 
* Points -- settlements, ruins, lairs; anything represented 
with a dot. 
* Lines -- roads, rivers, paths; often they connect two 
points. 
* Zones -- forests, hills, irradiated areas, lakes; these are the 
generic 'large blobby areas' of the map. 
* Names -- all that stuff needs names, of course; I won't be 
talking about names too much in this section, but I promise 
they'll come up again. 
 

I decided I would start with points.  Where could I 
get a nice usable image containing quasi-randomly-
distributed points?  For various reasons, I decided that a 
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map of a constellation would be perfect for this.  They've 
got lots of points, of various sizes and shapes, and they're 
easy to obtain for free. 

There are lots of constellation maps out there on the 
Internet, of course.  I decided to use the charts from The 
American Association of Variable Star Observers (AAVSO); 
specifically, the Sagittarius map.  

 
 

If you just look at that map for a moment and let 
your imagination wander, you may see what I saw -- a vast 
expanse of possible adventure sites.  I was off to a good 
start. 

Lines... I'll come back to lines. 
For zones, I wasn't sure what to do at first.  Using a 

constellation put me in an astronomical frame of mind, 
perhaps, so I found myself looking at maps of the lunar 
surface -- particularly, the ones from the U.S. Geological 
Survey.  Eventually I saw the map of the "Sabine DM region 
of the Moon" and I figured I had something I could use. 

 
 

http://www.aavso.org/charts/Constellation/�
http://www.aavso.org/charts/Constellation/�
http://www.lpi.usra.edu/resources/mapcatalog/usgs/�
http://www.lpi.usra.edu/resources/mapcatalog/usgs/�
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Again, try looking at that map with an imaginative 
eye.  Forests, hills, lakes and oceans all begin to suggest 
themselves. 

So now I've got one map of points and another map 
of zones, and somehow I need to get them all together on 
the same map.  It couldn't be as easy as just pasting the 
point map on top of the zone map, could it? 

 
 

Yep, turns out it's exactly that easy. 
Of course I still don't have lines, other than a few 

from the constellation map.  Turns out that's not really a 
big deal.  Once you figure out where the towns and lairs are, 
it's easy to just draw in a road or path connecting them. 

As far as rivers and lakes and such go, I have a 
belated confession to make:  I made my slackbox for a Dark 
Sun campaign, so I got lucky and didn't need to worry about 
any of the hydrography.  I don't think it'd be terribly hard 
to fake from this point, but I don't actually know that. 

So, with a little Internet searching and some simple 
image manipulation, we've got ourselves our overland map 
for our slackbox.  Sure, it might make real cartographers 
vomit with rage, but in the words of The Slackbox Mantra:  
"It's good enough for my players." 

Further Map Slacking 

To be fair, we're not quite done here.  The first thing 
I had to figure out was just what those different points and 
zones on the map would represent in the sandbox. 

This will depend on the preconceptions of your 
setting, of course.  My points-of-light Dark Sun map is 
necessarily different from your cosmopolitan 'Arkhosia at 
the height of its power' map.  That's fine. 

I found it easiest to work up from the rarest symbols 
to the most common.  On my map the most infrequent 
symbol is the dashed circle.  On the constellation map these 
represented Messier objects, but of course I no longer need 
concern myself with such mundane things.  I decided they'd 
become the quasi-civilized settlements on my map -- the 
points of light. 

Next were the open circles.  I decided they'd be the 
ruins -- not necessarily entirely empty, but certainly not 
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inhabited by their original builders.  And finally I had the 
solid dots, in a variety of sizes.  I decided they'd be lairs, the 
most generic adventure location, being merely the 
residences of some monsters.  I thought I'd use the size of 
the dot as a hint towards how difficult the encounters there 
would be, with larger dots being higher-level.  This turned 
into a broad guideline more than a rule, but it was still 
helpful. 

With that done, I started examining the map for a 
likely starting point for the players.  A settlement not too 
close to any very high-level lairs, as a rough guide.  I'd 
recommend you start looking in the center of the map and 
work your way toward the peripheries -- but I got lucky 
and found a great location almost immediately. 

 

 

Once I knew where they'd be starting, I proceeded to 
assign the various zone colours to terrain.  Dark Sun has a 
relatively-limited number of terrain types, so this was a 
little easier for me.  The main central stretch would be 
sandy wastes, of course.  Can't have Dark Sun without a lot 
of sand.  It would lie between two relatively-fertile areas of 
mud flats.  A few other miscellaneous terrain types to fill it 
out, and I was set. 

By now it's finally time to get around to naming 
some of these sites.  A good random name generator can be 
helpful here; there's a good assortment online.  Just write a 
list of anything you think looks promising, and you'll have a 
good selection in no time.  The list I came up with was: 
 
Ruins: 

The Necropolis 
The Sinking Tower 
Anthedon's Folly 
Castle Sandahar 
The Pyramid of Bel-Horon 

Settlements: 
Bitter End 
Hardhold 

 
Filling in these names is really the start of the 

Encyclopedia.  Who was Anthedon, or Bel-Horon?  What's 
the deal with the Sinking Tower?  If you start to have clever 
ideas about what's going on, feel free to record them -- but 
don't worry if you have more questions than answers.  
Having an encyclopediac knowledge of the setting before 
play begins is something for those straight sandbox types, 
not us lazy slackboxers. 

And now we can attach those names to specific 
points.  Some will be obvious, like putting the Sinking 
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Tower in the mud flats.  But I intentionally did some 
strange things as well, like putting the Necropolis right 
close to Hardhold.  What's the deal with that?  I still don't 
know -- my players haven't wandered up in that direction.  
But if and when they do, an answer will come to me. 

This is also a good time to start deciding who is 
living in all those lairs.  Grab your favourite monsters out of 
the manuals and start dropping them in.  You don't need to 
know anything specific about how many live there, or 
exactly what type or level they are.  Just a rough idea -- 
here, there's orcs; over there, kobolds. 

At some point you may find yourself wondering if 
you should add a grid, either hex or rectangular.  It's sort of 
traditional for sandboxes to have a hex grid; it's easy 
enough to add one if you like. 

This also brings us to the issue of scale.  It's largely a 
matter of taste; basically, a question of how long you want 
to make the PCs march to get anywhere interesting.  I 
decided that the two nearest lairs should be about half a 
day's journey away from their initial base settlement.  That 
gave them somewhere useful to go immediately, and 
everything else ended up at the end of an interestingly-long 
journey.  Travel times can also be modified by terrain and 
roads; if you want a distant dungeon to be a bit more 
tempting, put it at the end of a good easy-to-follow road.  In 
contrast, a nearby tomb in the middle of a trackless swamp 
becomes less appealing.  It's not rocket science. 

Everything you've produced so far is for use on your 
side of the DM's screen.  This is good; it doesn't matter how 
ugly it is.  You might find it helpful to provide a starter map 
to the players.  On the other hand, you may want to let them 
start with a blank page and make them draw their own 
damn map. 

For my own game, I produced a starter map for the 
players.  It's just a small subset of the DM's map, with some 
of the better-known adventuring sites on it, with a few 
terrain notes and such.  Because I'm using the size of the 
lair dots as a hint to myself for the difficulty of the 
monsters, I replaced them all with dots of the same size.  No 
need to give them any extra information, after all. 
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By now, you should have in your hot little hands: 

 
* An overland map to scale, indicating numerous 
adventuring sites in general, and the various terrain. 
* Named sites close to the starting settlement. 
* Optionally, a starter map for the players. 
* The beginnings of your setting encyclopedia: notes about 
what the site names might imply, ideas about the monsters, 
and that sort of thing. 
 

Here's the shocking thing:  that's all I needed.  That 
was all the prep work that I had done when I dropped my 
players into my slackbox, and it's worked out pretty well. 

So what about all that other stuff I said was provided 
by setting?  All made up on the fly as I was running it. 

Running the Slackbox 

The most glaring omission in my prep work is the 
lack of maps for dungeons and encounters.  It's great to 
know that if the players strike out from Bitter End towards 
the northeast and march for two days that they'll reach 
Anthedon's Folly, but what happens then? 

What happened, and maybe this is something that 
worked for me but won't work for you, is that I just started 
making up what Anthedon's Folly was, off the top of my 
head.  To be sure, it's a scary experience, but it's also 
thrilling in a way that I haven't often felt as a DM. 

 
Between the time the players said they were going 

to Anthedon's Folly and the time their characters arrived, I 
knew what it was.  The broken hulk of a pirate ship -- a 
bizarre and apparently-useless structure in the middle of 
the Dark Sun desert. 

With that established, I found the individual 
encounter maps relatively straightforward to create and 
draw.  Of course the bow of the ship would be sticking up 
out of the sand.  And there'd be silt runners all over it.  And 
they'd have an old working cannon that they'd fire at the 
characters. 

As they delved deeper into the ship, I just kept 
making up spaces and monsters.  A map room with more 
silt runners.  Quarters with ghasts.  A vast hall of elven 
skeletal rowers, still chained to their oars, but controllable 
with the big ceramic drum which stood in the center of the 
room.  It was really no different from making the dungeon 
ahead of time. 

Another benefit of doing this all on the fly was the 
immediate feedback.  I had a tendency to make the rooms 
too small, and with too many chokepoints.  I could fix that 
with the next encounter.  The players decided that they 
really wanted to get into a barricaded room that I had 
initially thought was empty.  Alright, I guess I'll make it 
worth their while -- I added a tunnel out of the room which 
led to a subterranean hekjin city.  It's a much more 
collaborative process than sitting alone and writing it all up 
beforehand. 
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To be fair, this might not work so well for everyone, 

although I'd urge you to give it a real try before dismissing 
it.  It certainly worked better than I ever expected.  Years of 
experience as a DM and a player may have something to do 
with it -- I've seen a lot of dungeons in my time, so my sense 
of "that looks about right" dungeon architecture is well-
developed.  But maybe it'd work as well for someone who is 
relatively new to DMing; I honestly don't know. 

Fortunately, there are alternatives if this doesn't 
appeal to you.  There are a lot of dungeons and encounter 
maps available out there, made by authentic professionals.  
There's no reason why you couldn't steal from them 
liberally.  Or, heaven forfend, create your dungeons  
beforehand, like you're not even a lazy slacker. 

If you do decide to fly by the seat of your pants, I 
have a few tips: 
 
* Keep your list of favourite monsters close.  Flipping 
around through the manuals is fine, but it can be handy to 
have a fistful of photocopied sheets of all your usual 
suspects. 
* Once you draw a map, never throw it away.  In general, 
never throw anything away.  You're building your slackbox 
in real time, so keep it around. 
* Treasure is a bit of a drag.  The new random treasure 
tables in Essentials have worked very well for me, though.  
I've also sometimes said to my players, "Okay, I owe you 

guys a level 6 magic item."  I'm still working out a good way 
to handle that; maybe you'll have better luck. 
* Again, keep in mind that the specific is interesting and the 
generic is boring.  Put in interesting, specific details, even if 
they raise questions to which you don't immediately know 
the answers.  Have faith.  You'll know the answer when you 
need to. 
* Don't get too caught up with balance.  The system is 
robust; it can handle things being not perfectly balanced.  
Or, on occasion, wildly unfair.  It's better with sandboxes to 
err on the side of lethality, in my opinion. 

The Rest of the Encyclopedia 

Of course, filling in the blanks in the Atlas is fine, but 
what about the Encyclopedia part of the setting? 

I've found that, like most of the Atlas, it works fine 
when I make it up as I go along.  Keep notes on everything 
you make up, of course.  Also keep that list of random 
names handy; you'll be creating a good number of NPCs. 

I've also cheated by using a certain amount of the 
backstory already present in Dark Sun and in the rules 
themselves.  I didn't need to create the general history of 
the world or all its races; that was pre-established just by 
setting it in Dark Sun and using the various rulebooks. 

In general, most of your content creation here will 
be player-driven.  If no one is playing a gnome, you 
probably won't be establishing much of the setting around 
them.  Unless you decide to just drop in a gnomish city or 
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something, of course.  One of my players is playing an 
elven-noble-gone-rogue, so I've had to work up a bit of 
setting around elves in general and their nobility in 
particular.  And it was probably at least partially 
responsible for Anthedon's Folly turning out to be built by 
elves. 

On the other hand, I didn't hesitate to drop in things 
that I personally thought might be interesting.  A low-level 
artifact?  Sure, toss that into the treasure pile.  And park 
one of the new shiny scary monsters from Dungeon 
magazine on it. 

One of the unforeseen benefits of running my game 
as a slackbox is that I'm not afraid to do this sort of thing -- 
it thrives on the DM constantly making ill-advised, poorly-
considered decisions.  Too often I've treated my settings 
like grandma's prized furniture, safe under plastic wrap, or 
like a delicate clockwork locked away in its hermetically-
sealed case.  The slackbox encourages me to spill red wine 
on the furniture and to throw a tire iron into its gears.  I'm 
not worried about the PCs busting up the setting or doing 
something "wrong" -- heck, that's their job.  If they don't 
leave every NPC they meet physically or emotionally 
scarred, they're just not trying. 

 
 

A Few Misconceptions and Conclusions 

Some people may look at what I've done here and 
protest, with some merit, that I haven't really set up a real 
sandbox.  I'm perfectly okay with that; it's a label that I 
make only the most tenuous of claims on.  I'm happy to call 
it a slackbox, and if you are of the opinion that it is a 
perversion of everything that makes a sandbox worthwhile, 
I'm okay with that too. 

Others may recall that I started this off with the 
promise of less work for the DM.  In practice, I'm not so 
sure that's actually the case.  Instead of being all bunched 
up in the front end as preparation work, it's spread out 
over the course of running the campaign, which is still a 
worthwhile improvement from where I sit.  But, in the end, 
I doubt there's much actual savings in total work done by 
the DM, as much as that conclusion breaks my lazy slacker 
heart.  

I'm sure there are improvements to be made in this 
process.  It's my hope that this document will see edits and 
revisions as other DMs start up and run their own 
slackboxes.  If you've got a good story about a smashing 
success or a spectacular failure, please share it with the 
community.  Benefiting from the hard work of others is the 
slacker way. 
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Gallery of Maps 
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