Wise Words - Make the Right Pick
Gary Wise
For this week's Wise Words, I took it upon myself to create one really tough booster pack from which I would do an interesting experiment. Opening fifteen boosters, I took the best rare, the strongest set of uncommons and the collection of commons which best balanced the pack. Additionally, I made one alteration to the pack, replacing Hypnotic Cloud with Benalish Trapper in order to make white an entity, figuring that thanks to foils, such an alteration in the print runs would be possible. The following is the resulting pack:
Addle
Benalish Trapper
Breath of Darigaaz
Fertile Ground
Nomadic Elf
Opt
Overload
Phyrexian Reaper
Pincer Spider
Scorching Lava
Shimmering Wings
Spirit Weaver
Tower Drake
Tsabo's Assassin
Viashino Grappler
[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20050905062155im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cards/invasion/opt.jpg]Now, when doing an article on like this, I have the good fortune of having at my disposal an invaluable resource: an internet channel full of pro players. Before you all start mailing me asking for the name or password, I can tell you right now that with the entire purpose of this channel being uninterrupted professional-level strategy discussion, you won't be admitted without at least a few Pro Tours under your belt. That said, this channel helps me define and refine my views on draft, with the feedback I receive when asking strategy questions proves invaluable while writing Wise Words.
I went online and put the above booster to the channel, asking those who were present how they would draft the pack if seated in all 8 seats in a Rochester Draft, the idea being to see if my initial appraisals gelled with some of the top Magic minds in the world. What I got back in their answers though was astonishing: each player submitted to me a different list, thus transforming this article from the dissection of a single pack and how one might draft from each seat, to a look at how, while there are definitely wrongs and rights in our game, there are no absolutes. While the only feedback I expect from this exercise would be a follow up article from the always-starved-for-original-content-so-better-talk-about-Gary's-latest-draft-analysis specialist Matt Vienneau, this should give you an educational look at the mentality of a number of Pro-level drafters. It should be educational.
The players who made available their opinions for this exercise are as follows:
· Kai Budde - 3-time PT champ
· Victor Van der Broek - Dutch PT veteran
· Rob Nadebaum - Austrian National Champion
· Ben Seck - Australian PT veteran
· Niels Jensen - Denmark's National Champion and GP Copenhagen winner
· Scott Wills - Engish PT veteran
· Brian Kibler - PT Chicago semifinalist
· Eric Froehlich - Top 16 finisher, PT-LA
· Tuomo Niemenen - Barcelona Masters Gateway winner
· Brad Swan - PT Barcelona quarterfinalist
· Scott Johns - PT-NY teams winner, 5-time day 3 participant.
Here's thanking them before I forget. Here's the picks:
	Kai
	Victor Van der Broek
	Ben Seck
	Niels Jensen
	Scott Wills

	Tsabo's Assassin
	Breath of Darigaaz
	Breath of Darigaaz
	Tsabo's Assassin
	Breath of Darigaaz

	Benalish Trapper
	Tsabo's Assassin
	Tsabo's Assassin
	Breath of Darigaaz
	Tsabo's Assassin

	Tower Drake
	Benalish Trapper
	Nomadic Elves
	Benalish Trapper
	Benalish Trapper

	Breath of Darigaaz
	Scorching Lava
	Scorching Lava
	Nomadic Elf
	Scorching Lava

	Pincer Spider
	Tower Drake
	Tower Drake
	Tower Drake
	Tower Drake

	Spirit Weaver
	Nomadic Elves
	Benalish Trapper
	Scorching Lava
	Nomadic Elf

	Scorching Lava
	Phyrexian Reaper
	Pincer Spider
	Pincer Spider
	Spirit Weaver

	Nomadic Elf
	Fertile Ground
	Spirit Weaver
	Spirit Weaver
	Pincer Spider

	Fertile Ground
	Pincer Spider
	Fertile Ground
	Viashino Grappler
	Fertile Ground

	Viashino Grappler
	Opt
	Viashino Grappler
	Fertile Ground
	Opt

	Opt
	Spirit Weaver
	Phyrexian Reaper
	Phyrexian Reaper
	Viashino Grappler

	Addle
	Addle
	Addle
	Opt
	Phyrexian Reaper

	Phyrexian Reaper
	Viashino Grappler
	Opt
	Addle
	Addle

	Shimmering Wings
	Shimmering Wings
	Shimmering Wings
	Shimmering Wings
	Shimmering Wings

	Overload
	Overload
	Overload
	Overload
	Overload



	Brian Kibler
	Eric Froehlich
	Tuomo Nieminen
	Brad Swan
	Scott Johns

	Tsabo's Assassin
	Breath of Darigaaz
	Tsabo's Assassin
	Tsabo's Assassin
	Breath of Darigaaz

	Breath of Darigaaz
	Tsabo's Assassin
	Breath of Darigaaz
	Breath of Darigaaz
	Nomadic Elf

	Nomadic Elf
	Benalish Trapper
	Benalish Trapper
	Benalish Trapper
	Tsabo's Assassin

	Tower Drake
	Nomadic Elf
	Scorching Lava
	Scorching Lava
	Benalish Trapper

	Scorching Lava
	Tower Drake
	Tower Drake
	Tower Drake
	Scorching Lava

	Benalish Trapper
	Scorching Lava
	Pincer Spider
	Pincer Spider
	Tower Drake

	Pincer Spider
	Pincer Spider
	Spirit Weaver
	Spirit Weaver
	Fertile Ground

	Spirit Weaver
	Phyrexian Reaper
	Nomadic Elf
	Nomadic Elf
	Spirit Weaver

	Opt
	Addle
	Fertile Ground
	Fertile Ground
	Opt 

	Fertile Ground
	Fertile Ground
	Opt
	Opt
	Pincer Spider

	Phyrexian Reaper
	Viashino Grappler
	Viashino Grappler
	Viashino Grappler
	Phyrexian Reaper

	Viashino Grappler
	Opt
	Phyrexian Reaper
	Phyrexian Reaper
	Viashino Grappler

	Addle
	Spirit Weaver
	Addle
	Addle
	Shimmering Wings

	Shimmering Wings
	Shimmering Wings
	Shimmering Wings
	Shimmering Wings
	Addle

	Overload
	Overload
	Overload
	Overload
	Overload


[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20050905062155im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cards/invasion/breath_of_darigaaz.jpg]So check this out: These guys, in their infinite Magic wisdom and all their accolades couldn't agree on anything. What's the first pick? Easy: Breath. No, Assassin. No, Breath. They split this one down the middle 50-50, with the absolute power of the Assassin balancing out with its mortality and tough mana to create a real dilemma thanks to the also-dreamy-as-a-first-pick Breath of Darigaaz.
[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20050905062155im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cards/invasion/tsabos_assassin.jpg]This pick seems to come down to mana vs. power, but some of our drafters, like Wills, seem to feel the Breath is just the better card as the Assassin will often trade for 7th pick spells geared towards killing 1/1s like Singe or Cursed Flesh. Another argument for the Breath is that it is perfectly suited for what many feel is the best three-color deck in the format. To quote Brian Kibler, who picked Breath second, "2nd position therefore wants to avoid black, and should take the best u/w card on the table: Breath of Darigaaz. :-)". With the blue-white archetype full of protection from red creatures and fliers, Breath of Darigaaz is probably best in that deck, and throw in the fact that blue and white both combine with red for some very strong Apocalypse cards and the Breath really is a blue-white card in a lot ways. Brian went on to note that the rest of his pack was drafted with the understanding that the Breath was a signal to go blue-white. I'd take the same attitude.
There were two selective processes where Breath went lower. Kai has always hated the card, feeling it doesn't go well with its non-flying beatdown color, while Scott Johns admits he values the opportunity to go 5cG very highly. My response to him is that the point of 5cG is to be able to play all the power cards you see, so perhaps the power card is a better choice than the mana diversification here.
After the big two, we come to the question of which the best of the remaining cards is. General consensus seems to be that it comes down to two cards: Benalish Trapper and Nomadic Elf, a card whose stock has risen considerably due to the lack of fast efficient creatures in Apocalypse and the need for mana diversification. Most of our players chose the Trapper third, but not everyone agreed: "I find the power of the tappers has gone down", says Ben Seck, "thanks mostly to the Flagbearers". Ben's point is well taken, with an opposing Standard Bearer or Honor Guard limiting the usefulness of any opposing activated abilities, but it seems that this newly imposed limitation hasn't daunted too many of our drafters. 
[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20050905062155im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cards/invasion/nomadic_elf.jpg]Interestingly, while some of our guinea pigs love the Elf, some show very little respect for it. Kai, Tuomo Niemenen, and Brad Swan all had the Elf making it to the 8-9 wheel while Victor Van der Broek and Wills put the Elf sixth. None of the players had anything bad to say about the card, just feeling other potential selections were more powerful, suggesting that those who value synergy over power would place the Elf much higher than those who prioritize the opposite.
At this point, most of our drafters settle into a pattern of drafting for color cooperation, usually picking either Tower Drake or Scorching Lava, depending mostly on what's been drafted in front of them. I found Kai's third pick Drake especially interesting, since it came on the heels of a white pick, the color the Drake is best with. Scorching Lava meanwhile seems a strong choice once you get away from the Breath, as it's the only strong red card left and will probably get you a Viashino Grappler on the rebound if your neighbors want to avoid your hate drafts.
One interesting debate we find within the confines of the study is which is the best green common? Before Apocalypse, it was universally accepted that Pincer Spider was the winner, but with the aforementioned increase in value of the Elf, opinions seem to have varied. Again, our power players, Kai, Swan and Tuomo are the exceptions who still maintain the Spider to be the better card. Amazingly, Scott Johns even goes so far as to draft the Spider behind Fertile Ground, a card that no one else put higher than 8th. Scott's desire to be the 5-color mage seems to be stronger than anyone else's. Perhaps it's the strength of those convictions that makes it a successful strategy for him.
As for me, I came very close to agreeing with one of the other drafters. Scott Wills and I came to the same conclusions up until the last few picks, which Scott said might suggest I'm in trouble. Joking aside, here's a quick look at the logic for my picks: 
1) Breath of Darigaaz - In the first seat, I want to leave my options in the open, and picking a double black card is not the way to do that. I pick the Breath looking to splash it in either a blue-white deck or a green-blue deck, both of which should have plenty of flyers. 
2) Tsabo's Assassin - Hey, I'll take this card every time. At this point, this player should love this pick, at least in a high caliber draft because the Breath player is seldom going into black. I take the Assassin and probably look to go black-blue with a splash of either red or green.
[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20050905062155im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cards/invasion/benalish_trapper.jpg]3) Benalish Trapper - Sorry Ben, but Coalition Honor Guard is a 2/4, so I don't mind tapping it anyways. The Trapper has a strong ability and can't be killed as easily as its tapping cousins, allows for quick Silver Drakes and gets your flyers through, so I'm leaning here, especially since it seems like a good pick behind the Assassin.
4) Scorching Lava - is it possible I'm overrating this card? This might be the time to pick a green card, but I'll go with power and signal green in the next two packs if that where I choose to go. I like the idea of cutting off red here and we're three picks behind the Breath, so I have no complaints.
5) Tower Drake - This may be wrong, but knowing the mindset of the drafters around me, I take the Drake over the Elf. In a real draft where I don't know my neighbors preferences like I know my own, I might Elf, but I know that the 4 seat is likely to go five color here, so I take the Drake. Also, this pick is going to come down to preference between 5-color and blue-white-red, and I prefer both, with the Drake a potential addition to my five-color deck. The safe pick.
6) Nomadic Elf - With no one green thus far, I really want to get moving on the five-color idea, and I think the Elf helps me do that more than the Spider. A fast play in a slow environment that keeps helping throughout the game, the Elf is definitely the right pick here if it is still available.
7) Sky Weaver - The last white pick was the #3 Trapper, so in a sea of comparative cards, the color is what counts. I take the Weaver eyeing the Opt on the rebound
[image: http://web.archive.org/web/20050905062155im_/http:/www.wizards.com/sideboard/images/cards/invasion/pincer_spider.jpg]8) Pincer Spider - This is one of the ...
9) Fertile Ground - ...best wheels ever.
10) Opt - **SCOOP**
11) Viashino Grappler - Not really too much left, we take the Grappler as a warm body in case this deck ends up going green-red-blue instead of five color. If it makes the five-color deck, may god be with you. 
12) Addle - Here's where Scott and I disagree. In the world of three color decks, I don't see either card making my main deck unless my deck is really slow, in which case I'll play the Addle as an attempt to slow my opponent's development to where it matches mine. As a sideboard card, Addle is definitely better, taking out Dragons. 
13) Phyrexian Reaper - 3/3 for five, huh? Wow.
14) Shimmering Wings - I almost took Overload here, but my opponent needs a LOT of Dodecapods and Emblazoned Golems to make Overload a suitable sideboard card. That said, White mages always get some manner of artifact kill, and I have 23 packs to find something better
15) Overload - Someone has to come last.
That's about it for this week guys. If you have any questions or comments about this week's installment, feel free to e-mail me at JgaryWise@yahoo.com. Have a good one.
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