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Geek: Rediscovering my Inner Reject

Geek (g

I play games, have for a long time; wargames specifically.  When I was ten, my mother, step-father, two older brothers (one three years older and the other six,) and I all packed up for a couple-weeks trip to England.  My step-father Dave is British and we were all going to meet his family for the first time.  Now, my brothers and I were really into knights, castles, and other cool things like that.  My dad designed buildings for a living, so we all designed castles for fun when we were growing up.  We also had it on good authority that there were a lot of castles in England, so we were pumped for the trip.  My brothers played a game called Dungeons & Dragons, D&D for short, and they thought England was cool because that’s where knights and wizards and whatnot were from, like the King Arthur stories.  They thought J.R.R. Tolkein was really sweet too, and he was British, so that was a bonus.  That trip to England rocked; we went all over the place for two weeks, seeing so many old castles that I couldn’t remember which was which after a while.  We also went to some hobby shops while we were there because we thought they might have games like D&D.  What they had were different sorts of games where you had little model soldiers instead of just pen-and-paper ones.  This game is called Warhammer (and there’s a sci-fi version called Warhammer 40,000) and we begged enough money from our parents to get all the books and models we needed to start playing it.  They were like: “we should get some of this stuff to show Brad and the guys back home,” and I said “even if they don’t play it with us, we can all play together!”  I liked the idea of collecting a big army of these models and challenging my brothers, and I really got into buying more and more of them.  My brother Josh described Warhammer as “chess with big guns,” and that sounds about right to me.  We grew up playing chess with our dad, so it was pretty natural for us to play Warhammer.  The game is played on a huge board, usually about the size of a ping-pong table, with model buildings and trees and hills on it, like a real battlefield, and you roll dice to decide how things work out in the fight.  The players collect armies of little model soldiers and pit them against each other.  Each model has to represent whatever troop you want, so in the fantasy one you have big groups of guys with spears or on horses, or whatever.  In the sci-fi version you have squads of troops, with their own armor and weapons and stuff.  I like the futuristic game better, because the models just look cooler.  

My brothers couldn’t get anyone else to play, really.  My oldest brother Jason started listening to the Beatles and hanging out with his high-school friends more and more, and they didn’t play games anymore.  My other brother, Josh, tried to get his friends into it, but no dice (and no pun intended.)  They liked their D&D, and they didn’t want to spend much money on the new stuff they would need to play Warhammer.  So it was really just Josh and I.  Our step-dad, Dave, liked to help us out with some of the different words and things in the game, because he thought it was cool that the game was British, and we thought he was sort of an authority on all things British.  I was always going up to him asking things like “what’s a nappy?”  “A diaper,” he’d reply.  Or “why do they spell ‘color’ and ‘honor’ wrong?” and he’d say “they don’t, you do.  We were speaking English first.”  When we were in England that first time one of my step-cousins asked me for a rubber, and he was only about 6!  After all the Americans in the room had a good laugh Dave finally told me that the British call pencil erasers “rubbers.”  My step-dad also helped us order new models over the phone, deciphering the strange long strings of digits that passed for British “telly” numbers, because no one else around here sold the games in stores when I was young.  The catalogs with all of the miniatures all smelled the same, and it was different than any other paper that I could find, except some of Dave’s books.  That distinct odor was the strange smell of Britain for me, sort of sweet and musty and antique in my memory.  The prices under the pictures were all in Pounds too, not Dollars, so he had to help us figure out how much stuff cost, and how much we could afford with our allowance.  Josh and I tried to play Warhammer all of the time, but mostly we had to spend time painting up enough of the models until we had enough for a good army.  Oh yeah, I forgot to tell you, before you can really play the game have to paint everything yourself!


Painting the models is fun for me, a lot of fun, more than playing the game.  You have to put together the models, which are made of pewter and plastic parts, with super-glue or funky-smelling plastic hobby glue.  In the old days, the models were all lead, but then someone figured out that people were getting poisoned by the lead and they switched to pewter.  That sucked, because the lead ones were much easier to work with, and they looked better.  It took the company a long time to figure out how to do it right in pewter.  Anyway, once you put them together you have to paint them to look like an army.  You can pick your own colors for them, or make them look like the armies in the books.  The books are cool because there’s a ton of pictures and stories, and they’re really sweet looking, much cooler than the lame pictures in D&D books my brother had.  There were stories for all sorts of different armies, and each one had their own colors and stories.  There were guys who were rotting off their bones, some that were like Viking berserkers (in space,) some that were just plain evil with spikes and dismembered limbs hanging all over, not to mention all of the aliens and bugs and other stuff.  Painting the models is almost as big a deal as playing with them, and since I like to make art it’s a great way to express myself artistically.  I spend a lot of time making them look just right, and after a few years I think I got pretty good.  My brother Josh was starting to lose interest once he got into high school and had too much homework to do, so I was by myself a lot painting the models.  I still tried to get him to play with me, and he still painted models a little for a while.  Since we had grown up talking about these games and playing them, it was really weird for me when he started doing other stuff.  I didn’t know what else to do, so I just got more and more serious about painting the models.


I have to have just the right paints and brushes, and I even made up my own painting technique where I would put the tip of the brush in my mouth and pull it through my lips, which makes the point really sharp for tiny detail work.  I got so good that I could paint a tiny eye, with whites, then a drop of color, then a black dot and even a tiny white spot where the light hits the eye.  That’s not easy when the eyes are like a millimeter wide, let me tell you.  Painting models turned into a bigger deal than even playing the games, because I couldn’t find anyone to play with!  After a while you get to know how all of the paints taste; the metallic ones are the grossest of all, but some of them actually taste pretty good.  Some of them make you feel like your tongue’s on fire, and then these are the ones that make me believe the people who warn me about damaging my nervous system.  I also got really good at putting the models together, because they mostly come in pieces that you arrange and pose yourself.  For variety, you can cut off parts or add parts from other models on, and they’re called conversions.  I also learned how to sculpt little details like badges and skulls out of special putty called epoxy or “green stuff,” which is the same thing that the artists in Britain use to sculpt the original models.  I used a hobby knife and saw and drill, and I cut my fingers all of the time to make these models.  Every time I smell super-glue I think of Warhammer, because it would literally cover my fingers after a long session of modeling.  But it’s worth it, for the love of the game.

I got a pretty big army after a while.  They were called the Witch Hunters, and they were really cool looking.  I picked out black for their armor, then a white cross and red trim and details.  They looked really evil.  To make them even cooler, I added little skull details and made some of them look like they were from the Spanish Inquisition (which I read about in school) in space, and with big piles of armor and guns and stuff.  They were way cool; these guys could kick the ass off of a dude with twelve asses.  I made up stories for them and even named a lot of them.  For a long time I was doing this all for fun, but then I learned there were other people who played Warhammer right here in town!  It shouldn’t have been a surprise, because some of the hobby shops had been importing the games in from England for a while, so I just had to drive to Iowa City to get the models instead of mail-ordering them from England myself.  For a while, when my brother and I were both still into the games, we would go down there together.  Once he could drive he would tell me not to take a shower that day and we would head down in his car.  He said they respected you more if you didn’t take a shower, and that must have been true because a lot of them were really greasy and smelled funny.  So did I sometimes, it just seemed like what I was supposed to do.  I just wanted to paint the models, so I went along with it until I he didn’t feel like driving down there much anymore.  After he quit finally I began to lose interest.

Can you see a little bit of your own obsession in this story?  The details may be different, but the essence of it is universal.  It took me a long time to grow out of Warhammer, but eventually I left it behind after playing for about ten years.  What is important is that I really enjoyed the hobby at the time, and it fulfilled certain needs in my youth—a connection with family and artistic expression.  While I was into it, I fit into some of the stereotypes of a typical gamer, in much the same way that a lot of “sports guys” look and act in a similar way.  I was obsessed, but I think most of us are, or have been, obsessed with something; this is the geek strain that runs through and unites everyone.  For me, it was a British table-top wargame, for someone else it could be basketball or cross-stitching or anything.  What makes my obsession geeky in the eyes of the American Heritage Dictionary and society is a matter of some subjectivity, but there may be something to that “socially inept” bit, too.  
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