Fundamentals of Rochester Draft
Chad Ellis
At some level Rochester Draft is much like Booster Draft. You see the same number of cards, the deck archetypes don't really change, and a lot of the same skills apply to both. There are, however, some fundamental differences that I'm going to try to touch on here, relating to signaling, cooperation vs. hate drafting, anticipating how the table develops and memory.
Signaling
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Sometimes, it's better than a Demise 


Signaling is perhaps the most obvious change. In Booster Draft, you can only signal by passing packs with no good cards in one or more colors and hoping your neighbor figures it out. That sometimes means it's worth taking the second-best card in your opening pack if it's the only good card in its color. For example, if you're choosing between Repulse and Agonizing Demise, your choice might be affected by whether the pack contains a Faerie Squadron or Exotic Curse.
In Rochester Draft your picks are visible, so you don't necessarily care what else is in the pack. If the best two cards are blue and you take one of them, the person you're feeding (knowing that you will be passing to them most of the time) is likely not to fight you for blue if they have another good choice. But signaling changes even more dramatically, especially with Invasion because of the potential value to establishing your colors early.
In Booster Draft, it's often wise to avoid getting locked into colors with your first couple of picks so that you don't end up wasting them if you end up switching colors. This means that taking a powerful artifact can be a good first pick and also that splashable spells are better than those with a heavier color commitment. Annihilate may be better than Agonizing Demise in a heavy-black deck, but if you end up being forced out of black by the people in front of you it may end up as the most powerful card in your sideboard. Demise, by contrast, can be splashed in any deck.
[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20050828060010im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cards/invasion/annihilate.jpg]Another side to avoiding overcommitting to colors in Booster Draft is preferring a single-color card to a gold card of comparable power. Samite Archer is a solid first pick, but would you take it over Exclude or Repulse (assuming for the moment you consider the cards to be of comparable worth)? If so, you run the risk that you'll end up being fed good R/B spells and little or no White, ending up either not running the Archer or damaging your mana base to do so.
In Rochester Draft these rules get thrown into question because good drafters understand that early picks aren't just cards...they are statements of intent. If you take the Annihilate you are saying, "I am going to play base-black," to your neighbors and telling them to draft accordingly. Similarly, taking the Archer may make it easy for your neighbors to select colors that aren't in conflict with yours. The earlier people in a row can settle into a cooperative draft pattern the fewer wasted picks they'll have and the lower the risk of retaliatory hate drafting.
Hate drafting
Much has been written on hate drafting, and why it is generally a bad idea, but it is (and should be) an important part of Rochester Drafting, both in terms of pure strategy and psychology. The basic argument against taking a powerful card that you won't use away from your neighbor is twofold: first, there's only a small chance that the card would come back to hurt you. You might not play that person and if you do they may not draw it. Second, and more important for Rochester Draft, your neighbor will see you taking her card and may retaliate the next time a pack has nothing much for her but a good card for you.
Sometimes, however, hate drafting makes good sense. Taking a Shackles away from a neighboring White mage might be blatant hate, but what if you're a Red mage and take a late Crimson Acolyte? If instead of taking a high-quality card you take a card that is broken against you it's much more understandable. You're strengthening your own deck against the field rather than just trying to hurt someone else's deck.
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It can also be worthwhile hate drafting in order to send a message. Suppose you're in seat eight in a draft and the first Planeshift pack is being opened. You and the person in seat seven have been having a pretty cooperative draft so far; he has gone u-w with a couple of Armadillo Cloaks while you are u-b-r. The pack is pretty deep and when it gets to him it still has a Hunting Drake, Hobble and Pollen Remedy. Let's assume that there is nothing else you're really excited about in the pack but that it has a couple of playable cards in your colors, like a Morgue Toad.
If this was a team draft the picks would be obvious; he would take the two white cards and you would get the Drake (which u-b is much more likely to be able to abuse due to Cavern Harpy) and a Toad. But what if he gets greedy and takes the River? This is what I call finessing the bounce: by taking the card he knows won't make it back to him he is trying to get the most out of the pack.
In this case I would probably grab both white cards, unless my draft was going poorly and I really needed filler. Why? For one thing, I don't want him to do the same thing on the next pack. We both know that he took the only card that I wanted out of the pack and that because I took both white cards, he would have been better off if he'd let me have it and got both white cards off the bounce. If the next pack comes along he's more likely to think about how the bounce will work with us cooperating rather than assuming I'll just roll over.
Another reason to consider is that any given draft is just one of many. If you're drafting with a group of friends or if you're on the Pro Tour and drafting semi-regularly with the same top players, you are playing a game of Prisoner's Dilemma. You want to be known as someone who will draft very cooperatively, even to the last picks (when there is no possibility of retaliation) but who also can't be pushed around.
[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20050828060010im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cards/an/oubliette.jpg]At some level, Rochester draft is a Prisoner's Dilemma game. The fundamental conflict in such games is generated by the fact that the total result for both players is highest if they choose to cooperate (i.e. don't confess/don't implicate the other prisoner) but each player's personal result for any given round is better if he or she refuses to cooperate. Thus, if you are only playing once, the rational choice is for both prisoners turn in the other, resulting in the worst possible combined result.
In repetitive Prisoner's Dilemma games there is a strategy known as "Tit for Tat." This basically means you start off by being cooperative and then do whatever the other player did in the last round. If he is cooperative, you remain cooperative; if he does not cooperate you don't cooperate the next round, but you remain open to cooperating again. Game theorists have run large contests with various forms of the Prisoner's Dilemma and the simple Tit for Tat strategy has proven itself highly successful.
The early part of a Rochester Draft is clearly a repetitive Prisoner's Dilemma, and good drafters often follow Tit for Tat, whether they realize it or not. They try to cooperate but will fight rather than be walked on. For many of us, however, the last pack isn't the signal that repetition is over but simply the last pack in this draft. If I take Insolence and give someone an extremely late Hobble in the last pack, he may remember how good it was to cooperate with me the next time we're sitting next to each other. Better still, so will everyone else at that table and anyone they tell about it. Similarly, if someone hate drafts against me or tries to finesse me on the bounce and I retaliate in a controlled way, they'll remember that too.
The key to this strategy is not taking hate drafts personally. Getting angry will just damage the rest of your draft and accomplishes nothing. What you're looking for is controlled retaliation that gives your neighbor room to go back to cooperating while letting everyone know that failing to cooperate with you leads to poor results. Tit for tat, baby, tit for tat.
Anticipating the Table
In a recent Rochester Draft at Your Move Games, I was drafting green when, to my dismay, Bruce Cowley switched into green in front of me at around pack five. What particularly surprised me is that I had mentally tagged the person feeding him as a g-w mage. Green isn't deep enough to support multiple drafters, let alone multiple drafters in a row, so this seemed like a dangerous course.
What happened? As it turned out, the person feeding Bruce was almost entirely white up to that point. What had me put him on green was the rest of the table: two people in front of him weren't drafting green at all, and with blue being taken pretty heavily it seemed likely that he would go u-g instead of u-w. Bruce, meanwhile, had mentally locked him in as a u-w mage because his first pick out of pack one was Stand/Deliver. Bruce therefore concluded that there were three people in front of him who weren't taking green, causing him to switch.
When we discussed the draft later, Bruce agreed that he'd put too much weight into his neighbor's first pick (his only blue card at that point) and not enough into the quality of green vs. blue cards he was likely to see going forward. Sure enough, he saw very little in blue but very good green and switched, forcing Bruce to switch back out.
Too big a gap between you and the next person drafting your colors is a dangerous thing, as the high quality cards they see may tempt the person in front of you to switch. Having someone in your colors that is two seats away is often ideal, as it will almost guarantee that your immediate neighbors steer clear, giving you both good chances at first-pick cards. This is especially true if you each emphasize different colors within the three, with one of you drafting a u-b deck that splashes some red burn spells while the other builds a r-b deck with a couple of bounce spells to handle enemy Acolytes. If you cooperate well enough, even having the person feeding you sharing your colors doesn't have to be a problem; Chris Benafel and I drafted r-b-u next to each other at the second draft in Barcelona and both went 2-0-1, drawing with each other in round seven. That was Booster draft but the same principles applied; Chris knew he'd put me into r-b so when he decided to go into those colors himself he drafted mostly u-b, passing me fairly late Soul Burns, and I returned the favor in pack two by passing him blue cards whenever their was a good r-b alternative.
Memory
[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20050828060010im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cards/invasion/rout.jpg]A final consideration of Rochester Draft is that memory plays a potentially huge role in match play, since you and your opponent theoretically know every card in each other's pool. Some people can really remember an entire draft. Don't worry if you're not one of them; instead just concentrate on learning how much you can remember and keep track of the key cards. Start with mass removal: you should know if a table has Rout or Breath of Darigaaz and who has it. This is probably more important than knowing who has a Dragon or Questing Phelddagrif, since mass removal is something you can play around.
Knowing your enemy can help dramatically during a match. If your r-b opponent has no gating creatures you can probably afford to tap out to put Shackles on one of her attackers; if you know she has three Lava Zombies you may need to wait. Teferi's Moat, Hobble and Power Armor may not have shown up in game one, but if you know your opponent drafted them you can still sideboard in Dismantling Blow. If the w-g mage has lots of Giant Growths but no real finishers you'll want to untap before trying to block his bears with your Prison Barricade so you can trump his tricks with Confound, Pollen Remedy or Rushing River, but if he only has one Explosive Growth and has Canopy Surge and Breath as finishers you may want to block now.
Memory can also help during a draft. Suppose you're a r-b mage and going into Planeshift you're not sure whether to splash blue, green or nothing at all. If the first two packs had a large number of Acolytes, you may need to draft Rushing River aggressively in order to clear the table and give you a chance to use your removal spells. Similarly, if the table saw Treva and Darigaaz during the first couple of packs, it's worth taking Slay higher than normal in order to have an answer. At the highest level it may be worth playing with your opponent's memory in mind! Suppose you are at a table filled with top-level PT players and you suspect that they can remember most of the cards in a draft. If you have four Giant Growth spells in your deck, you can probably bluff them quite effectively even when you haven't drawn one. If you have Rout in your deck you may be able to get away with a slow hand because you opponent will be reluctant to over commit.
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