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5. Four Unusual Board Games

DURING the 1960’s there was a remarkable
upsurge of interest in mathematical board
games. Today more people than ever before
are playing the traditional games such as
chess and experimenting with the new
games that keep turning up in the stores.
More mathematicians are analyzing the
strategies of such games and more com-
puters are being programed to play them. In
this chapter we examine four excellent but
little-known board games, two new and two
old. Their playing fields can easily be
drawn on paper or cardboard, the rules of
play are quite simple and everyone in the
family will find the contests great fun.

The Military Game, as it is called in
France, is a splendid example of a two-
player game that combines extreme sim-
plicity with extraordinary strategic sub-
tlety. According to Edouard Lucas, who
describes the game in Volume III (pages
105-116) of his celebrated Récréations
Mathématiques, the game was popular in
French military circles during and after the
Franco-Prussian War of 1870-1871. It is a

pity that it has since been so completely
forgotten; not one of the standard histories
of board games even mentions it.

The board for the Military Game is shown
in Figure 30 with the positions labeled to
facilitate description. One player—we will
call him White—has three men that are
initially placed on the colored spots. A, 1,
and 3. Black, his opponent, has only one
man, which he places on spot 5 in the cen-
ter. (Chess pawns can be used for men, or
three pennies and a nickel.) White moves
first and the game proceeds with alternate
turns. Black may move in any direction
along a line from one spot to a neighboring
spot. White moves similarly, but only left,
right or forward (straight ahead or diago-
nally), never backward. There are no cap-
tures. White wins if he can pin Black’s
piece so that it cannot move. This usually
occurs with Black on spot B, but it can also
occur with Black on spot 4 or 6. Any other
outcome is a win for Black. He wins if he
slips behind “enemy lines,” making it im-
possible for White to pin him, or if a situa-



Military Game

Blue starts

Blue cannot reverse

Red can move in any direction
Blue wins by pinning red

Red tries to ‘slip behind enemy lines’
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Can be played on any grid size, here 4 by 4

Black

15 player makes cross top left

2"d player can draw one of these
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Player who connects to field wins






Is there a winning strategy for either player?
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On square boards, 1°* player wins if side is odd
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. On square boards, 2" player wins if side is even
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Move by White Resulting pile 2
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This piece is captured

This piece goes to White’s reserves

ove of 2—with top 2 pieces




Imitation:
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2" player responds 45-55

15 player moves 23-24

2" player responds 76-75
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Pics from bgg




Either player may start
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Black wants capture King

White wants King at perimeter
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