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Twenty five years ago, a Sergeant in the U.S. Army and
his wife took the unusual step of publishing a gam-
ing magazine out of their small military housing unit

on Fort Jackson, South Carolina. The magazine was called,
SHADIS. From it sprung the company AEG and Knights of
the Dinner Table (which in turn inspired the game, Hack-
Master). It also helped spawn the careers of such gaming
notables as Dave Williams (Legend of the Five Rings), John
Zinser (CEO AEG), John Wick, Matt Wilson (Privateer Press)
and others.

I thought this would be a good time to talk to Jolly and
find out about his journey.

Q: This year is the 25th anniversary of SHADIS Maga-
zine and Knights of the Dinner Table. Looking back, were
there any major key moments or decisions that you think
helped move you to the place you are now in the gaming
industry? 

A: Good question. I’d like to start off by saying that this
25-year journey wasn’t a solo one. My wife, Barbara, was
there from day one, for example, and encouraged me every
step of the way (not to mention lending her talents to al-
most every single issue of both SHADIS and KODT). With-
out her, neither would have really gotten far, let alone
launched. 

Anyway, big decisions, eh? Well, I think the single biggest
decision I ever made was in May of 1989. I was a Sergeant
in the army with five years of college behind me at the time
and I had just turned thirty. 

My life-long dream had always been to be a writer and
for me, turning thirty was like a road sign coming up in view
through my windshield  — reminding me that the dream
just wasn’t happening.

They say writers write and that’s exactly what I’d been
doing (feverishly) since I was 11 or 12. With the Big Three-
O upon me, I realized that wasn’t enough. To be a writer you
also had to have a plan. And I had none.

I decided to change that in the summer of ’89. I went out
and bought books on freelancing. I put up wall calendars
and to-do lists. I cleared out a corner of the upstairs bed-
room and set up a home office. 

To make a long story short, I ultimately decided to self-
publish a magazine rather than go the freelance route.
Looking back, it was the best thing I could have done. Not
only was it a great way to showcase my work (as well as my
wife’s) but making a commitment to do a periodical forced
both of us to sit down and write and produce month after
month. 

Shadis was basically my excuse to write for publication.
Part anthology (so both my wife and I could write install-
ments of serialized fiction issue to issue) and part games
magazine, it became a big part of our daily routine. When I
wasn’t doing my job as a soldier on Fort Jackson, I was
working on the magazine.

That sort of work experience was invaluable. The maga-
zine was hungry for content in the form of art and text and
every issue Barb and I started again from scratch. We pro-
duced a great deal of that content ourselves but it simply
wasn’t enough. We soon turned to other artists and writers
like ourselves who were likewise eager to hone their craft. 
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It was a great time. Not only were we introduced to
countless talented individuals, but we came to know a lot
of industry greats like Kevin Siembieda, and Gary Gygax.
For us, SHADIS became a sort of community where those
involved spit-balled ideas, collaborated and encouraged
one another. In fact, one of the things I hadn’t anticipated
when it came to doing a magazine was how it would
greatly broaden our circle of friends.

One of those friends I met through the magazine was
Dave Kenzer. Which leads to maybe my second most im-
portant decision regarding my journey.

That was saying yes to Dave when he approached me
and suggested I throw in with him, Brian Jelke and Steve
Johansson. Joining the ranks of Kenzer and Company as a
shareholder was like finding the golden ticket to the
Chocolate Factory. We make a good team and having
friends who have your back is something you just can’t put
a price tag on. 

Q: Anything you would change looking back?
A: Honestly, I’d have to say no. There were missteps to be

sure. But looking back, I realize they were also great learn-
ing experiences. I wouldn’t be where I am now had it not
been for so many mistakes which led to happy little acci-
dents. 

Meeting John Zinser, for example, by accident in the
print shop I was printing Shadis #6 in (which led to us
teaming up to take AEG to the next level). If it hadn’t been
for John and my AEG years, I wouldn’t have met Dave Ken-
zer (who John sold an ad to in Shadis). 

No – I would leave well enough alone. I’m very happy
with where the journey has led me

Q: “Choose a job you love, and you will never have to
work a day in your life,” is obviously  an adage you have cho-

sen to live by, but there must still be stress chasing dead-
lines and such. What do you do to relax and refresh to keep
all of this from feeling too much like work ?

A: You know stress is a huge part of the job. I’ve been liv-
ing the deadline-driven life for 25 years and in the period-
ical business, deadlines are fixed — there’s no avoiding
them or putting them off. Every month we start over from
scratch. That’s not to say I don’t miss my press dates. Seems
like I’m perpetually behind one or two issues with a cycle of
catching up in the fall/winter and slowly falling behind as
the summer cons shave away at my work schedule.  I call it,
“Chasin’ the [deadline] rabbit”.  It’s an endless chase.

Not that I’m complaining. I do enjoy my job immensely.
But it’s easy to feel overwhelmed when you have 25 pages
of strips to finish and you are staring at a blank computer
screen waiting for the ideas to come. 

I find I get  my best ideas when I’m doing something to-
tally unrelated to writing. Tossing dice with friends, painting
miniatures, sculpting, or just walking the dog and dis-
cussing ideas with my wife.

Q: Just the other day I stumbled on Shadis 1 for nearly
$200 dollars on Ebay. When other RPG Mags like Dragon
Mag resell for so little why do you think Shadis is still so
highly sought after?

A: I’m sure a part of it is due to the rarity of the issues. Es-
pecially issues 1 through 8 which had runs from 500 to 1500
issues and were never reprinted). Not only were those is-
sues hand collated and saddle stapled by yours truly, but a
lot of them were given away at cons — I’m sure a lot of
them didn’t survive the ravages of time (or the dumpster
bin). Even the later issues had distribution levels of only 20k
or so (with some spikes to 60k due to some Magic the
Gathering Card inserts).

Certainly the fact that it was the birthing ground for
Knights of the Dinner Table makes them more collectible
for some. 

Truth is, it was a damn good magazine with a lot of
GOOD people working on it. Looking back at those issues
today, a lot of the freelancers in those issues of SHADIS are
running game companies today and designing great
games. There’s just a lot to love about the magazine. Be-
sides the nostalgic appeal, I think much of the content is
still useful and relevant today.

Q: We know that KODT got its start in SHADIS and even-
tually began as a regular installment in Dragon Magazine.
And eventually its own comic and webcomic. What is it
about the KODT crew that you think has kept your readers
coming back for 25 years?

How do you keep it fresh after this long ?
A: At its heart, KODT has always been about five friends

who meet week to week to toss dice. They may be dys-
functional, but  no matter what is going on in their lives, no
matter who is fighting with who, they take time out to
meet and game. 

They are passionate about tossing dice and despite their
quirks and flaws they ultimately enjoy each other’s com-
pany. I think most readers identify with that. EveryoneNewspaper article from 1990 about the Jolly and a strange 

little magazine being published from an upstairs bedroom.
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knows a Bob, Dave, Sara or Brian. Every GM has felt B.A.’s
pain and frustration when the players go off the rails. It’s
hard to read a KODT strip and not think of old friends. That
can be pretty powerful. It connects with many gamers, I
think the same way Cheers connected with folks who liked
to have a casual drink with friends at a local watering hole
after work.

I try not to over-analyze why readers keep coming back.
First and foremost, I try writing storylines I myself find ap-
pealing or that keep my interest. If I get bored with a story
line or group of characters, I can only assume our readers
will as well — so I’ll change gears. Move to a different set of
characters, a different game/genre, life outside the table,
etc.

As for keeping things fresh, I think the biggest factor is
that I don’t always know where a particular story is headed
beyond the next issue or two. 

Now, I  have detailed notes/outlines on where I think a
story is going but I like to leave room for the characters to
suggest where a story should go. I often find myself writ-
ing a strip when suddenly the words I put down for a char-
acter changes everything and I change directions. As a
writer I find moments like that really magical.

It also helps communing with other gamers and my part-
ners in crime. Be it my morning walks with my wife when
we bounce ideas on the current issue off each other, to
gaming with my partners or listening to character stories
at the booth at a con. 

I find I always have my nets out pulling in story ideas for
KODT. I think that really goes a long way toward keeping
things fresh and current.

Q: We pretty much all know that the KODT crew are
based after gamers you have met and people that you have
interacted with over the years. But I would love to know
how  you first got into gaming? 

What was your first gaming experience that set that the
hook like it did for so many of us ?

And do you have a favorite adventure or module series?
A: I think on some level I’ve always been a gamer. I can

remember sitting around
the kitchen table as a
young child playing Mo-
nopoly, Life, Sorry and a
host of other board games.
There were always games
in our household.

The first meaty game I
encountered was Luft-
waffe (Avalon Hill). A friend
of mine was a night watch-
man at a local construction
site when I was 15 and one
night when I swung by the
guard shack to visit him I
found him playing the
game (Solo style. He would play the Americans, move his
pieces, get up and change seats, and then play the Ger-
mans). 

He roped me into playing with him and that moment
changed my life. Within a year, I had a four or five Avalon
Hill games in my collection. Frequenting the local toy shop
perusing those games eventually introduced me to this
thing called AD&D.

Obviously AD&D had a huge influence on my life. Our
group was never big on canned adventures, however. We
tended to use them as guidelines on how to prepare ad-
ventures and then ran our own. I do have found memories
of Keep on the Borderlands however and the Giant series
but we didnt really stick to the script much.

Q: It’s well known that for a year and a half you were
overseas during Operation: Desert Storm  and SHADIS was
on Hiatus.

I know, as a former serviceman myself, that Gaming was
good stress relief. So, the Vet in me is curious  Did you draw
any strips while you were deployed? 

A: Actually, I was NEVER deployed overseas during
Desert Storm. Although my bags were packed by the front
door with the knowledge I could come down on deploy-
ment orders and have to depart within 24 hours, that call
never came.

My role during Desert Storm was one of support — pro-
cessing other soldiers for deployment (and then process-
ing them again on their return). SHADIS was on hiatus
during that time due to the fact we were working seven
days a week up to 16 hours a day in our support role. So
there was literally no time for it.

As for KODT, it wasn’t even a ‘thing’ as far as I was con-
cerned at that time. Mind you , I had only done four crude
one-page strips up until that time. I don’t’ think it was at all
evident to me that anyone really cared or wanted to read
them. And I certainly had no desire to do more at that time.
The characters weren’t developed much and I can’t say I
had any real attachment to them (or the strip. That would
come later. Man, I hope they (the characters) aren’t reading
this.

Q: Was it difficult to get any gaming in if you did game?
I know when I was in Somalia at one point we had a guy in
my group carve dice out of a spare bar of soap because no
one thought to bring dice along. 

A: I don’t think I gamed or picked up a die between Jan-
uary 1991 and the fall of 1992. My life had been stood  on
end and frankly, gaming wasn’t on my mind much. It was-
n’t until late in 1992 or so that I started entertaining
thoughts of resurrecting SHADIS. Every few weeks or so I’d
get a letter from one of the old readers asking if the maga-
zine would be coming back. Knowing it was missed was like
therapy for me.

Q: When you look at KODT, at what point did you ever
seriously begin to consider bringing the world of Hack-
master to life? 

A: That came MUCH later. When KODT was in SHADIS it
had a loyal and growing following, but it was the comics
with the larger story lines and then the move to Dragon
(with its stellar distribution) that really kicked KODT into
the stratosphere. As the characters developed more and
more, readers began asking about a real world HackMas-

Jolly circa 1980 — just about
the time he was introduced to

Dungeons and Dragons.



ter. In 1995, after I left AEG, I signed a
deal with a  freelance designer to do a
one-off joke game called HackMaster.
Fortunately, (in hindsight) he took my
$300 advance payment and never de-
livered.

When I joined KenzerCo, Dave Ken-
zer quickly nixed that deal.  I think he
saw the bigger picture and wisely de-
cided we should hold off until the
‘right moment. So, the notion of doing
HackMaster was shelved while we fo-
cused on other projects.

Fast forward four years later, we end
up with a license for the AD&D rules as the engine for a
HackMaster game. I don’t think anyone saw that coming.

Q: Was it (HackMaster) something you were doing in
your home game for some time ? 

A: A LOT of what went into HackMaster was inspired di-
rectly from the strips. All those little rules and cool sound-
ing things the characters were doing in-game in the strip
over the years became a part of it. 

The rest of HackMaster came from our own house rules
from our own table. Threshold of Pain, for example, was
something I was using in my old AD&D campaign back in
the 80’s. Those rules were greatly modified (i.e. fixed) for HM
and ported in. 

I know Dave Kenzer brought a slew of his house rules

into the game. Basically, our goal was to keep the spirit/feel
of old school role-playing while improving on the game-
play. Especially in the area of combat.

Q: How did the idea come about to make your own sys-
tem?

A: As I mentioned, it was Dave Kenzer who decided that
particular fruit shouldn’t’ be wasted as a one-off joke game.
We had a lot on our plate, however, and didn’t have the
bandwidth to tackle our own complete rule system.

That all changed in 2000 when the opportunity to li-
cense AD&D 1st and 2nd Edition rules and do whatever
we wanted to with them dropped in our collective laps.
Suddenly, we found ourselves with the keys to the play-
ground. HackMaster 4e was the end result. AD&D re-
tooled with all our house rules, inspiration gleaned from
the pages of KODT and more.

Q: How did it evolve from what it was in its first rendi-
tions to the game it is now? 

A: We knew going into HM4e that we were playing in
someone else’s sandbox and that after six years or so that

party would be over (i.e. the license would expire). 
So, the idea from the start was to build a base/commu-

nity with HM4e and when the time came, and develop a
new edition that was wholly ours. 

HackMaster 5E (I like to call it HackMaster New Edi-
tion) is the result of that effort. Playtesting for HM5 began
well before our license for HM4 ended. 

Q: What were the driving reasons for making those
changes 

A: While HackMaster 4e was a popular and successful
game, it was essentially AD&D at its heart, with a bunch of
stuff tacked on. We were never fully satisfied with that. 

So, the opportunity to build a system from the ground
up with everything fully integrated was something every-
one was really eager to seize upon. The new combat sys-
tem, in particular, is something we’re particularly proud of.
Not having to ‘wait for your turn’ has been responsible for
converting a lot of gamers from other systems.

Q: I have to tell you two of the most beautiful books I
own are the Hacklopedia of Beasts. and Players Hand-
book. Not only is it one of the most informative bestiaries
I have had the pleasure of owning, but the artwork and lay-
out is breathtaking. Can you tell us a little about the work
that went into these hardbound's?

A: The concept for the layout of the Hacklopedia of
Beasts, in particular, was something we envisioned while
playtesting HM5 early on. We sort of had this wild concept
of every monster having a two-page spread with all the
pertinent information a GM needed to run that creature on
a side bar, a size comparison chart, a setting map showing
habitat, tracks, etc.

My favorite part of that project was trying to come up
with a layout that matched those discussions, taking print
outs to the game, having them torn to bits and going back
to the drawing board and returning with another rev the
following week. The “Naturalist’s Journal/Sketchbook” ap-
proach was inspired and I think we were all on the same
page on that one. It’s still my favorite book of the system.

I remember wrestling with the monster stat blocks and
presenting the Combat Rose to the group — not really
sure how they would react to something resembling a haz-
mat-sign. Now, I can’t imagine the HOB without it.

The HOB set the tone for the books that followed, (The

Above: Copy of a check for two-dollars. The first money the 
Blackburns  made as self-publishers on the eve of Shadis #1’s release.

Knights of the Dinner Table® #220 45



46 Knights of the Dinner Table® #220

Players Handbook and the GameMasters Guide which
should be available when this interview sees print). Pre-
mium leathered books with full-color pages throughout. I
think the books convey the enormous passion and love
everyone here has for the system.

Q: Can you tell us what it’s been like for you as KODT
evolved from the strips to a live-action series?

A: It has been a wild and very enjoyable ride. For the last
25 years, be it SHADIS or the latest issue of KODT, I’m al-
ways mindful as I turn in an issue, that it could very well be
the last. Nothing is guaranteed in the world of publishing,
especially when it comes to periodicals. 

The fact that there’s always demand for the next issue
never ceases to amaze me. I’m keenly aware that the read-
ers are the most important part of this relationship and that
without them plunking down their money each month this
dream ends. I never take our readership for granted.

When I sat down on the set of the KODT Live Action se-
ries that first day with my wife and saw the actors in full cos-
tume sitting at B.A.’s table, I will confess I had a moment – I
teared up.

It was very surreal. I remember Christian Doyle (B.A. Fel-
ton) looking at me before the first take and saying, “You
ready for this, dad?” and everyone laughing and looking to-
ward me.

I turned to Barbara and said, “How the hell did this hap-
pen? This is bucket list stuff.”

It’s a good feeling knowing so  many people have en-
joyed the strips over the years. Sharing a laugh with others,
putting a smile on people’s faces. I can think of worse jobs.
;)

Q: How was your Experience with being part of a kick-
starter ? 

Very very stressful. First off, the Kickstarter wasn’t ours.
We simply licensed the characters to d20 Entertainment
and provided a script/creative input. But it’s Ken Whitman’s
baby.

It’s like having a new car and letting someone else drive
it while you sit in the back seat. That’s the closest analogy I
can think of. You nurture this thing for years. You’re protec-
tive of it to the point of obsession. And then you find your-
self handing the keys to someone else. I don’t think that
stress will be alleviated until I’m sitting at the premiere in
August with the backers and the lights come up. 

Q: So what’s next for Jolly Blackburn and Kenzer and
Company ?

A: Well, in a perfect world…? Hopefully another 80 is-
sues of KODT. I’ve got my sights on issue 300 and breaking
a few records. (laughs). Seriously, I feel like we still have a
lot of stories to tell, and letting the characters have the op-
portunity to tell them wouldn’t suck.

There’s a trade paperback that got side-burnered last
year due to the live-action series script writing. I dusted that
off recently and hope to finish it up.

KenzerCo is planning on tackling another genre with an
RPG in the near future – but my lips are sealed. We’re also
looking at updating the Aces and Eights rules and getting

that book back in print.  And of course there’s HackMaster.
We’ve got a Hacklopedia of Beasts II in the works, a fistful
of adventures, along with some other surprises.

Q: You say you’re working on another genre for the
game? Will it be another KODT themed setting? Space-
Hack perhaps? Any Hints ?

A: Nope — no hints. I will say that it’s a genre everyone
here at KenzerCo loves and has wanted to delve into for a
long time. That said — it’s a ways off. We have lots of Hack-
Master product to get out the door before we even look at
tackling another genre.

Q: Roll20 and other programs are now bringing gamers
together from all parts of the world. What are you thoughts
about Online tabletop gaming and the new trend of en-
tirely online game conventions?

A: We were early adopters of the Roll20 phenomenon
and embraced it immediately. I ran a campaign for two and
half years on the platform before recently relinquishing the
GM reigns over to someone else. 

We see online gaming venues like Roll20 as an impor-
tant part of our strategy going forward. With the RPG mar-
ket so fractured, it can be hard for a prospective player/GM
of any system to find others to play with. Roll20 solves that
problem in a big way. All of our adventures now include the
tokens, maps and other resources to make running those
adventures online as easy as possible for the GM.

I think the online conventions are great. I haven’t partic-
ipated in many personally up to this point but think there’s
a need for them and hope the trend continues.

Q: Lastly what is your favorite part about gaming and
being in this industry overall ?

A: I know it will sound like a canned answer but it’s the
truth. For me it’s the people. Without good friends to toss
dice and rub elbows with, we’d all be playing Solitaire.
Tabletop gaming brings people together, face to face. Al-

most every friendship I have was forged at the gaming
table.  Yeah — people. That’s my answer. 

Q: Would you do us the honor of drawing a little some-
thing?

A: Shane, didn’t you do any research? – You actually think
I can draw?? (laughs). q

The D-Team and fans playing Hackmaster at Gary Con I in
Lake Geneva. Dave Kenzer is explaining to a fan just how many

pieces his character was torn into by guard dogs.


