
Pete Brown brings 
us some festive fare 
by taking the heart-

warming story of 
the 1914 Christmas 
Truce, and turning 

it into a delightfully 
silly game.
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Captain Grond had just stepped out of 
his bunker into the trench to get a breath 
of fresh gunpowder when he noticed 
something was different. 

“Sergeant, what’s that strange noise?”

“Silence Sir.”

Grond was not used to being able to hear 
himself think and he found the experience 
disturbing. By this time of the morning 
one side or the other, but usually both, 
would be engaging in a bit of light 
hearted shelling, with sniper fi re being 
exchanged just to blow the cobwebs away 
so you could really get ready for the main 
slaughter of the day. But quiet could 
mean only one thing.

“Bollocks. It’s Christmas.”

“It is indeed sir” grinned Sergeant 
Spuds, who had been waiting patiently 
for the penny to drop. “The men are busy 
picking their team and I have taken the 
liberty of putting out the goalposts.” 
Spuds looked very pleased with himself.

“Very good Sergeant, carry on.” 

That’s all I need, thought Grond. 
Christmas meant only one thing, the 
traditional “Christmas Truce”, when 

A “CHRISTMAS TRUCE” FOOTBALL 
MATCH WITH A DIFFERENCE 
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the men would leave the trenches and 
cross No Man’s Land to wish their 
enemy a Happy Christmas, chat and 
exchange cigarettes, chocolate and 
alcohol. Last year Grond had given 
away some perfectly edible chocolate 
covered tripe to a Dwarf offi cer who had 
given him only a couple of cigarettes 
before showing him a picture of quite the 
hairiest and ugliest dwarf baby he had 
ever seen in his life. 

It was not so much the enforced 
merriment that upset Grond, or the 
requirement to give away his stuff, but 
that after the pretence of good will was 
over it was down to the serious business 
of the Futbowel match. 

Captain Grond was confi dent that any 
bunch of Orcs could beat any bunch of 
stumpy Dwarfs in a stand up war, but 
Futbowel was different. The Dwarf team 
was good and had won three years in a 
row, with last year’s game ending in a 
heart-breaking penalty shoot out which 
the Orcs lost with the last kick of the 
game. 

After the game will come the inevitable 
recriminations, the verbal abuse, missiles 
will be thrown and blows exchanged and 

that’s just between the players! Before 
you know it, all hell will break loose 
and by Boxing Day morning we will be 
back to shelling and shooting again like 
nothing happened. Best just get through 
it I suppose, thought Grond, and be 
glad the Elves aren’t here, going around 
calling the game “Sucker” or whatever 
term they use. 

“Oh and Sergeant”

“Yes Sir?” 

“Let’s keep the carol singing to a minimum 
shall we? If the enemy hear Corporal 
Nard’s gargling out all the verses of Silent 
Night the truce wont last long enough to 
have the Futbowel game!”

SPORT AND TOY SOLDIERS

It may be a terrible generalisation, but 
wargamers are not known for being the 
sportiest type of people. When games 
of Football or Rugby were mentioned 
at school I would often, in the words of 
General Melchett , “sit this one out on 
the touchline with the half-time oranges 
and the fat wheezy boys with a note from 
matron.” But this year Russia hosted 
the Football World Cup and, despite 
being odds on favourites to go out in the 

Jingle Balls.indd   2 01/11/2018   14:24



N
a

po
le

o
n

ic
 W

a
r

s
18

0
3-

18
15

 
W

o
r

ld
 W

a
r

 I
19

14
-1

9
18

55

early group stages, ‘my team’ England 
ended up doing rather well, much to the 
annoyance of the Welsh, Scots and Irish. 
Still, it seemed churlish when thinking 
of a fun Christmas game to put on at the 
club not to give it some sort of football 
theme in recognition of the team’s 
achievement. 

Now unless we are going to re-enact 
the movie Escape to Victory (voted one 
of the top ten war movies of all time in 
the UK, probably because it involves 
beating the Germans at both football and 
war in the same fi lm) there is not a great 
deal of cross over between football and 
wargaming. However, since this was to be 
a Christmas game, there was one obvious 
choice: The 1914 Christmas Truce.

LATE KICK OFF

The football match that took place 
between German and British forces in 
No Man’s Land during the Christmas 
truce has entered into legend. It has been 
used by poets and writers to symbolise 
the futility of war, by advertisers to 
sell us chocolate and even by Sir Paul 
McCartney as the back drop to a truly 
dreadful Christmas dirge. 

In fact there appears to have been more 
than one game played out at different 
points along the lines, probably where 
space permitted and where someone 
had access to a football! Contemporary 
accounts from British soldiers seem to 
indicate that the game was not exactly 
what we would imagine a football match 
to look like. 

“After a short while somebody punted 
across a football,” one subaltern recalled. 
“The ball landed amongst the Germans 
and they immediately kicked it back at 
our men … it was a melee. It wasn’t a 
question of 11-a-side, it was a question 
of 70 Germans against 50 Englishmen.” 
Ernie Williams, who was a private in 
the 6th Cheshire Regiment in 1914, 
supported this story. He told the BBC TV 
programme Grandstand: “It was just a 
general kickabout. I should think there 
were about a couple of hundred taking 
part ... I was pretty good then, at 19 ... 
There was no sort of ill-will between us. 
... It was simply a melee - nothing like 

the soccer you see on television. The 
boots we wore were a menace - those 
great big boots we had on - and in those 
days the balls were made of leather and 
they soon got very soggy.” The story 
is also confi rmed by German accounts. 
Lieutenant Kurt Zehmisch of 134th 
Saxon Infantry Regiment said that the 
English “brought a soccer ball from their 
trenches, and pretty soon a lively game 
ensued. How marvellously wonderful, 
yet how strange it was”. Further evidence 
of the football match against the Saxon 
regiment is provided by an anonymous 
major who wrote to The Times in January 
1915 stating that an English regiment 
“had a football match with the Saxons”. 
German writer Michael Jurgs described 
a game where “Goalposts were either 
a couple of pieces of wood, or caps or 

helmets.” This is clearly incorrect, as 
any schoolboy, or fan of the Fast Show, 
will tell you that jumpers make the best 
goalposts in any impromptu game of 
football!

In short, the game, or even games, that 
were played that day appear to have been 
light hearted kickabouts, with no real 
rules or score kept. “What a sight; little 
groups of Germans and British extending 
along the length of our front,” wrote 
Corporal John Ferguson of the Seaforth 
Highlanders. “We were laughing and 
chatting to men whom only a few hours 
before we were trying to kill.”

HOME ADVANTAGE

Well, we Wargamers may not be the 
sportiest of people, but we do know a 
thing or three about games, and this is 

The Christmas Truce set from WI’s 
Moments in History range.

British and German troops share a fag in No-Man’s-Land.

British and German troops enjoy some 

festive cheer between the trenches.

The Teams: Captain Grond’s Orcs on the right and the Dwarfs on 
the left. Figures from Hysterical Games Panzerfauste range.
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not on! Not really any rules? No score 
kept? Both sides exchanging pleasantries 
and not trying to kill each other? Rick 
Priestley will be banging his empty pint 
glass on the bar in outrage! Richard 
Clarke will no doubt be already penning 
a set of rules with a witty double entendre 
in the title, whilst no doubt Richard 
Bodley Scott will be writing a long and 
overly complicated letter of complaint! 
In short, we demand a re-match, but this 
time with proper rules and a proper result!

I did consider converting some plastic 
British and German infantry but this 
seemed a little too much like hard work. 
Whilst discussing Christmas games 
with Michael Lovejoy from Oathsworn 
Miniatures he pointed me in the direction 
of Hysterical Games “Panzerfauste” range. 
This game is set during a fantasy World 

War where Orcs and Dwarves are fi ghting 
in the trenches instead of British and 
Germans. The fi gures look great but more 
importantly they make a purpose built 
“Christmas Truce” football game with 
rules and everything! Why reinvent the 
wheel, I thought, when someone has done 
all the hard work for me? 

A GAME OF TWO HALVES

Before I start, can I just mention that 
we had partaken of a few glasses of 
Christmas cheer before, and indeed 
during, the playing of the Futbowel 
Match, which may have affected our style 
of play. And our understanding of the 
rules. However, I do feel that this added 
greatly to our enjoyment of the game, so 
“swings and roundabouts” as it were. 

The plastic fi gure set that Hysterical 
Games have produced for this game is 
fi rst class, being full of character and 
easy for even a fi ve thumbed chap like 
me to paint. There is one goalkeeper, fi ve 
attackers (modelled with no caps) and 
fi ve defenders, or stoppers (modelled 
with caps) on each side. Each of the 
defenders is numbered on their base 1-5 
and the attackers 6-10. The Goalie is 
number 11 for reasons which will become 
obvious as they cannot move and must 
remain in goal. 

The game is driven by an ordinary set 
of playing cards. Players place their ten 
men anywhere in their half of the pitch, 
the ball goes on the centre spot and one 
side kicks off. Draw a playing card. If 
it is red it is Orcs and if it is Black it’s 
Dwarves. The number on the card relates 
to the fi gure who has just been activated, 
so a three of hearts would activate Orc 
defender number 3. A court or joker card 
allows the player to activate whichever 
model he wishes. 

Our game started with players moving 
their fi gures around the board in an 
apparently random manner. Initially we 
all tried to “go it alone’ with just the 
fi gure that activated running up the pitch 
hell for leather with the ball, entirely 
unsupported, spurred on by a couple of 
lucky court cards only to come unstuck 
when isolated in the enemy’s half of 
the pitch. We soon realised that the 
random nature of the activation makes 
it important that you move your players 
into positions on the fi eld where they 
may be of assistance later, for example 
running a striker up the “wing” to get 
into a good position to shoot when the 
ball is eventually passed to him. Who 
would have thought you needed tactics in 
football?

Dodging the shell craters and barbed wire 
obstacles was also an added problem. 
The rule writers recommend you use a 
fl exible sewing tape to measure move 
distances to assist with weaving in and 

Our Futbowel game, using Panzerfauste fi gures.
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out of obstacles and opposing players. As 
if this wasn’t bad enough, the opposing 
players can attempt to tackle your fi gures 
and gain the ball. This was great fun and 
most of the fi rst half involved both sides 
launching their fi gures toward the poor 
sod who had the ball in an effort to win it 
or cause him some serious harm trying! 
Can I say at this point, however, that 
fi gures should under no circumstances 
be “fl icked” subbuteo style at the ball or, 
indeed, at your opponent as this is against 
the rules and dashed unsporting! 

Again, a simple draw of cards decides if 
the tackle is successful or not, with the 
possibility of committing a “fowl” and 
giving away a free kick. My opponent 
had a run of luck and secured a seemingly 
endless supply of Kings, which allows 
the dwarves to play their special “Diving 
Jurgen” rule. Named after Jurgen 
Klinnsdwarf (a joke only football fans 
will get) it allows the tackled dwarf to 
fl ing himself to the ground when tackled, 
feigning injury to get a completely 
undeserved free kick. The Orcs also have 
special rules, but my court cards where 
too precious to throw away on such 
trivialities when I had goals to score! 

The fi rst half was spent running our 
hapless teams aimlessly round the pitch, 
trying to learn the rules and develop 
some sort of strategy. When the half time 
whistle went the Orcs were one goal up, 
more through luck than any kind of skill 
or planning. We refreshed our glasses 
with Christmas eggnog and had a mince 
pie before returning to the pitch for the 
second half. This time we thought we 
knew what we were doing and it soon 
proved to be the case as the Dwarves 
carried out a number of neat passes 
before shooting for goal. 

When your player kicks the ball at 
goal you both draw cards to see if the 
goalkeeper saves it or not. High card 

wins, with attackers also scoring a 
goal if the cards are a draw. The lesson 
here is not to shoot from too far out as 
defenders can try to intercept the shot 
before it even gets to the goal, which 
can be very annoying! The Dwarves 
scored another goal, this time following 
a free kick where they used the “Diving 
Jurgen” special rule, but cosmic karma 
was restored soon after when the same 
Dwarf stepped on an unexploded shell 
whilst running at goal and disappeared in 
a red mist! How we laughed. Unexploded 
shells litter the futbowel pitch, and can 
be stepped on every time a player draws 
two cards of the same value. Whilst not 
always fatal, this adds a fun twist to the 
game as well as a level of uncertainty, as 
you can never quite be sure your striker is 
going to get through unscathed!

With the Dwarves a man down the Orcs 
were able to muscle their way to a hard 
fought 3-2 win, with the last goal scored 
just minutes before the end of the game. 

THE FINAL WHISTLE

So there you have it. A ready-made 
“Christmas Truce” game which has 
enough football in it to interest most 
of the family but has enough military 
uniforms and things “blowing up” to 
count as a wargame. So when you have 
cleared the remains of the turkey and 
the Christmas pudding from the dining 
room table and settled Uncle Albert 
down in front of the TV to watch The 

Great Escape, what better way to pass a 
couple of hours than playing a wargame 
of football? And the best thing is, since 
they are Orcs and Dwarves, you can have 
a full belly laugh when your opponent’s 
striker steps on an unexploded mine just 
as he is about to shoot at goal, which 
is, after all, what Christmas is all about. 
Merry Christmas everyone. 

As the fi nal whilstle blew a huge cheer 
went up from the Orc lines. Captain 
Grond couldn’t believe it. 3-2! They had 
fi nally beaten the Dwarves. He looked 
over at the Dwarf Captain opposite him, 
who was bent over catching his breath.

“Good game.” Said the Dwarf. Grond 
nodded. He could hear the arguments 
starting, as the Dwarf players were 
gathered round the referee, shouting and 
pushing. The Orc players were beginning 
to get involved, and tempers were starting 
to fray. Grond thought he heard the 
referee’s whistle from amongst the scrum 
of players but he suddenly realised that 
the whistling was getting louder.

“Incoming!!” Grond shouted. The top 
brass aren’t even going to give us the day 
off, he thought, as he turned on his heel 
and ran for his life. The artillery shells 
were falling all across No Man’s Land 
as the players of both sides scattered, 
desperately trying to regain the relative 
safety of their trenches. “See you next 
year?” the Dwarf Captain called over his 
shoulder as he ran for his lines. “Looking 
forward to it already” Grond shouted 
back. “If we live that long”. 

Blackadder: [Regarding the 1914 Christmas 
truce] Both sides advanced further during 
one Christmas piss-up than they managed in 
the next two and a half years of war!

Baldrick: Remember the football match?

Blackadder: Remember it?! How could I 
forget it?! I was never offside; I could not 
BELIEVE that decision! 

Two 3’s it’s a great shot from the Dwarf! 
Followed by the indignity of stepping on an 
unexploded bomb and going up in fl ames.
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