	Scorched Earth Policy 
Jason Rose
With the World Championships now over, where will players look for Standard practice until the 2000 State Championships and the new Standard Pro Tour? With the events growing larger each week, Standard has become the most popular format for Friday Night Magic. But if you want to win some neat promo foils, you should know where the metagame stands right now.
In recent months, the Standard format has undergone some pretty dramatic changes. Only a few months ago, around U.S. Regionals, the best deck was Replenish. But, due to the impressive performances of several pro-level players, many archetypes are now being seen much more than in the past. Jon Finkel's performances at the U.S. National Championships and at the World Championships this year have inflated the number of Control Black and Tinker decks that appear in tournaments. With the emergence of Trinity Green at Nationals all over the world, in response to the Replenish-heavy field, a number of Deranged Hermit and Blastoderm-based decks have evolved, including the "Angry Hermit" and "Son of Hermit." Blue Control and Magpie-based decks have also become popular since the World Championships. Tangle Stompy and Rebel White decks also continue to make decent showings.
	[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/benafel.jpg]
Chris Benafel 


So, what exactly should you play? While each deck has its advantages and disadvantages, some are usually a safer bet than others. While the best choice is usually to play something that you are comfortable and experienced with, conforming to the metagame in your local area can give you an edge over others.
With this in mind, consider Ponza.
Known by its full name, Ponza Rotta Red, this is an archetype has been around for about two years. Ponza is a mono-red control deck, featuring an array of land destruction, creature removal, artifact removal, direct damage, and high casting cost game-winning sorceries. 
Although Ponza has evolved much over time to become what it is today, it requires deeper insight to explain just how it works. For example, here is the decklist played by Chris Benafel at U.S. Nationals, earning him second place:
	Chris Benafel - Finalist US Nationals 2000
Ponza
	

	Main Deck
	Sideboard

	4 Avalanche Riders
3 Masticore
3 Cave In
3 Earthquake
3 Fire Diamond
3 Hammer of Bogardan
4 Pillage
4 Seal of Fire
2 Shock
4 Stone Rain
2 Tectonic Break
	4 Rishadan Port
3 Dust Bowl
4 Ghitu Encampment
14 Mountain
	4 Boil
4 Cursed Totem
1 Earthquake
2 Tectonic Break
4 Thran Foundry


Although Chris ran into a bit of back luck in the finals, his deck is nonetheless an impressive example of red control. Focusing largely on cheap small-creature removal, heavy mana disruption, and huge game advantage sorceries, he was able to actively thwart the onslaught of Trinity Green, Replenish, and other control decks that formed the field. Let's look at Chris's choices in his deck:
Stone Rain [image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cardback.jpg]
A staple of any land destruction deck. Stone Rain is used in conjunction with other land destruction to cripple the opponent's mana resources, leaving him or her with few, if any, options.
Pillage [image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cardback.jpg]
Another staple land destruction spell. Pillage also comes with the added bonus of being able to remove an artifact from play. Especially effective at getting rid of opposing Masticores.
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Avalanche Rider? 


Avalanche Riders [image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cardback.jpg]
Darwin Kastle comes to the rescue as he pounds a land, then your opponent, all in one turn. The Riders can deal a lot of damage when kept around, or can take a creature with them before echo needs to be paid.
Shock [image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cardback.jpg]
It's no Bolt, but it's the best we've got. This quick two damage can be used to take out a Pouncing Jaguar or finish your opponent at instant speed.
Seal of Fire [image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cardback.jpg]
Being able to run eight Shocks in one deck is nice, but eight is usually too much. Chris chose to run just six, with four being the new Seals. Though they lack the surprise value of Shock, Seals are more mana efficient. It can be cast on turn one and, unlike Shock, can be used when you are tapped out and generally follows the curve of the deck better (especially with Ports). 
Earthquake [image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cardback.jpg]
The old-fashioned red removal card. Earthquake is generally an answer for small creatures, as a little Quake can take out a lot of critters. Later in the game, it can be used to deal a massive amount of damage to an opponent to finish them off, much like Blaze. Three is a good number since you want to draw one early enough to stop the initial rush.
Cave-In [image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cardback.jpg]
Cave-In may be a small Earthquake for a lot of mana, but when your lands are being tapped from a Tangle Wire or Opposition, you can pitch another card and stop the beats. You don't even have to pay 1 life! Two or three is usually plenty.
Fire Diamond [image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cardback.jpg]
Having a bit of a mana boost never hurts, especially if that boost is colored mana. These allow better recovery from Tectonic Breaks, Tangle Wires, and the like. They also can allow a turn three Avalanche Riders. Three is usually a good number, but they are very good in the mirror match, so you might want to up the number to four.
Tectonic Break [image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cardback.jpg]
This is the late game card that wins the game. When you have about six more lands than they do and your land destruction has just run dry, a hefty Break will put them back to square one and thrust you into the winner's circle. Since you don't really want to draw one until later in the game, two is usually enough.
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A versatile solution to several problems 


Hammer of Bogardan
The most important card in the deck in a lot of match-ups. Having the ability to deal three damage to a player or creature repeatedly is usually how this deck retains long-term control. A key element in killing the opponent, especially if they have good creature removal. You usually want to draw one, so I prefer to play three in the maindeck.
Masticore [image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cardback.jpg]
When you need a huge creature to lay the smack down and be able to stick around, this cat is always willing to jump off the sidelines and go head-to-head. Weighing in at about the size of a Dodge Caravan, he's pure machine of card and game advantage. What more could you want? Since this deck likes to put down a threat, you probably want four of these.
Mountain
The basic land with the color you need. If it's good enough for David Price, it's good enough for me. Since you want about twenty-five lands, then fourteen should do it.
Ghitu Encampment [image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cardback.jpg]
This card wins as many games as Hammer or Masticore. While they are a little small, being able to first strike attackers and attack for damage is a huge help. You want all you can, so four go in.
Dust Bowl [image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cardback.jpg]
When your opponent is playing a lot of non-basics, this land turns every Mountain you draw into a land destruction spell. A fundamental control aspect of the deck. Four is too much and two is not enough, so three is the magic number.
Rishadan Port [image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cardback.jpg]
Keeps your opponent's mana a little tighter than they would like it. After you have had fun torching their lands, the Ports will keep any remaining lands busy until you find something better to do. Four is a must.
A couple weeks ago, I attended a $2,000 Standard tournament in Columbia, SC. Mike Long eventually won the tournament in style, playing Ponza. Here is his deck list:
	Mike Long
Ponza
	

	Main Deck
	Sideboard

	4 Masticore
4 Seal of Fire
2 Shock
3 Cave In
3 Earthquake
4 Pillage
4 Stone Rain
	4 Avalanche Riders
4 Ghitu Encampment
3 Fire Diamond
2 Hammer of Bogardan
2 Tectonic Break
4 Rishadan Port
3 Dustbowl
14 Mountain
	2 Tectonic Break
4 Pulverize
4 Boil
3 Thran Foundry
1 Earthquake
1 Shock


I had a chance to talk to Mike in between rounds concerning the deck. He was amazed at how well the deck had been performing. After playing Ponza for about two months, his success did not surprise me much. I discussed some sideboard choices with him and a couple maindeck choices. As you can see, the only difference between his deck and Benafel's is one less Hammer and one more Masticore. My version runs one less Cave-In and one more Masticore. The sideboards for the two decks are very comparable. Here are many of the cards and reasons that Ponza would normally sideboard:
Earthquake [image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cardback.jpg]
Having more Quakes against fast creature decks is important.
Cave-In [image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cardback.jpg]
Same as Earthquake, just more specified against Tangle Green.
Boil [image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cardback.jpg]
Probably the best sideboard card available to Ponza. When your opponent has a Chill in play, the only sure way to win against Mono-Blue is to take out all of their Islands at once. Works against Replenish, too.
Shock [image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cardback.jpg]
When you have to kill a Metal Worker before it becomes active, you need all the Shocks you can get. More in the side couldn't hurt.
Thran Foundry [image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cardback.jpg]
Every color's affordable answer for decks that utilize their graveyards. So strong against Replenish, Control Black, and Plaguelord/Hermit.
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Red has Armageddon 


Tectonic Break
Having more Breaks in the side is very good against decks that rely heavily on a solid mana base, such as Replenish and Control Black.
Pulverize [image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cardback.jpg]
Now that Tinker is back to being a contender in Standard, a card that is able to destroy all the artifacts in play and get around a Chill all at once is a definite in the sideboard. Also consider Rack and Ruin. 
Cursed Totem [image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cardback.jpg]
Ponza has no real answer for a Morphling once it hit's play, but that can be found in Cursed Totem. It is also really good against Rebel White decks and green-based decks that rely heavily on their mana-producing creatures. A Totem in play turns them all into Earthquake bait.
Flashfires [image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cardback.jpg]
Like Boil, this card can be amazing when it resolves. It can neutralize the Rebel engine for many white decks without a Cradle in play.
Goblin Cadets [image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cardback.jpg]
Against slower control decks with few creatures, such as Accelerated Blue, getting a Cadet out before a sideboard card hits play can easily deal ten or more points of damage.
Hammer of Bogardan [image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cardback.jpg]
I think Hammer is so important, it warrants the need for three in the maindeck and a fourth in the side. Control Black and Control Blue decks have a very tough time dealing with it, so you will want to draw one against them to ensure pressure and control of the game.
Some other cards that are worth mentioning that can go in the maindeck or sideboard include:
	[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cards/nemesis/flowstone_overseer.jpg]
Who's the boss? 


Flowstone Overseer
For those of you without Masticores or that want something else, Overseer is the card for you. He takes care of regenerators a lot easier and he doesn't come with the discarding drawback. However, he's red, so he can't destroy Thermal Glider, and he doesn't regenerate, so he tends to be a little less reliable than Masticore.
Sowing Salt [image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cardback.jpg]
I played with one of these in the maindeck for awhile and it can be simply amazing. Since every deck runs at least one non-basic land (Port, for instance), this is never really a dead card. It destroys a land and takes more out of their denying them the chance to draw those lands. It also allows you to see their hand and their deck, which can give a huge advantage.
Mogg Salvage [image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cardback.jpg]
If sacrificing two Mountains is too much for you to kill all a Tinker deck's artifacts, then you might settle for taking out one for free.
Viashino Heretic [image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cardback.jpg]
I have toyed with this critter for awhile now. Although he is rather slow, he serves as both a definitive control and kill card against Tinker.
Powder Keg [image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cardback.jpg]
It's kind of like an Earthquake and a Pulverize in one, just doesn't do as good a job as either. It does, however, instantly kill man-lands and creature tokens.
Wildfire [image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cardback.jpg]
This card could easily replace Tectonic Break in the maindeck. While it is not as versatile as the Break, it does wipe the opponent's creatures and lands when cast, whereas Break only hits the lands.
Veteran Brawlers [image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cardback.jpg]
If your opponent is having to tap out with the few lands that they have, being able to send a 4/4 over to play could make them think twice about casting spells. Often acts as a "virtual" Stone Rain. 
Lightning Dragon [image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cardback.jpg]
If you feel that the deck needs a huge, evasive beating, this is your lizard. While much more of an offensive creature than Masticore or Overseer, this beast will win you the game in a few turns if your opponent cannot deal with it.
Tangle Wire [image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cardback.jpg]
When your opponent is short on permanents, you might as well make them tap the ones they have. I don't particularly like since you don't really have many permanents other than lands, so you can't really gain enough of an advantage from it.
	[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cards/mm/squee_goblin_nabob.jpg]
Blastoderm Wrangler? 


Squee, Goblin Nabob
Probably the most underrated sideboard card Ponza has, Squee can be a huge bonus. Since Ponza has no real way to deal with a Blastoderm other than holding back with a Masticore or quaking for five, Squee is more than willing to jump in the way of any fattie each turn. He is also good in the mirror match since you can gain card advantage by pitching him to your Masticore and not get locked.
Analyzing how your deck plays against other decks is very important. Since Ponza is a control deck, it will combat each deck type differently. Here are some ways to attack each current archetype:
Control Black: Hammer, Hammer, Hammer. Hammer kills every threat in this deck. Since it has a low number of color sources and needs them all, hit the black mana. Watch out for Rapid Decay on the Hammer and the dreaded turn two Persecute.
Tangle Green: Earthquake and Cave-In should help here. Kill all of the creatures, then kill all of the land.
Rebel White: Try to kill the searchers before they become active. Cards like Mother of Runes and Ramosian Sergeant can hurt when they start working. Fear the Absolute Law from the sideboard.
	[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cards/6e/pillage.jpg]
Not Masticore's friend 


Tinker: Keep the Metal Workers from becoming active. Save your Pillages to get rid of Masticores and Phyrexian Processors. Try to kill the sources of blue mana. Watch out for Chill.
Control Blue: Once again, the Hammer usually rules this match-up. It kills the Magpies and keeps coming back to hit them for three. Misdirections and Chills in the side could spell your end, though.
Angry Hermit/Trinity Green: Earthquake to take out all of the creatures and try to kill as many green sources as you can. You have to keep up. If you fall behind, you'll lose.
Replenish: Probably the hardest match-up. Keep them from getting one of their colors, either white or blue (blue in the early game, white later on). Chill and CoP: Red will probably come out early, if you don't.
Hermit/Plaguelord: Another hard match-up. Try to hit the green mana early in the game and build up your land count. Then, once killing their lands becomes meaningless, start going on the offensive with Masticore and Hammer.
With your card pool in mind, a couple decklists to work with, and a little strategy, you can now try your own Ponza deck. But before you throw it together and head for the game shop, there are a few tips you should keep in mind:
	[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cards/ud/masticore.jpg]
Conserve card economy by finding alternate ways to pay Masticore's upkeep 


· Pillage destroys without regenerating. When you hit that Masticore or Spawning Pool, remember that.
· Cave-In deals the two points of damage to all creatures and players. It hits flyers, too.
· You should usually use your land destruction spells on an opponent's basic lands and try to destroy their non-basics with your Dust Bowl.
· When facing multi-color decks, try to keep your opponent from getting mana of at least one color, hopefully the more dangerous of the two. Once you destroy his capability to cast one color's spells, it will seriously cut down his options.
· When you gain control of the game and you have your Ports locking him down, be careful not to jump the gun casting a threat and let him have a turn with his resources. Ponza is a control deck and designed to win late in the game, so try to play it patiently. In one turn, all your work could be destroyed.
· You can use Hammer of Bogardan to pay Masticore's upkeep over and over.
Put the Masticore's upkeep on the stack, then activate the Hammer's ability. Pay the mana and buy back the Hammer, then discard it to the Masticore. Now the Masticore has an upkeep of [image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/images/Symbols/Symbol_2_mana.gif][image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/images/Symbols/red_mana.gif][image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/images/Symbols/red_mana.gif][image: http://web.archive.org/web/20040930072410im_/http:/www.wizards.com/images/Symbols/red_mana.gif]instead of discarding a card!
· If your opponent has echo or Tangle Wire costs to pay, wait until they pay them or until the draw step to use your Ports on their lands. This way they cannot respond to the Port by adding mana to their pool and such.
With the ever-changing metagame of Standard, one thing every deck has in common is land. Since Ponza wins by denying your opponent lands, it has the potential to win any match-up. Although it can have some really good match-ups and some really bad ones, Ponza is probably the safest choice in Standard right now. Whether you want to play it or plan to play against it, play smart and play fair.
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