LONGSHIPS CHESS GAME
Designed by Colin R Mansfield

Date: 15 November 2022
Design Concept:
Longships Chess restores the original creativity of ordinary Chess which has become by its orthodoxy, a labyrinth of well memorised patterns, this new game moves quickly through new landscapes and into challenging endgames.  To facilitate this concept the traditional Lewis chess set with two additional pieces have been used. Longships Chess recreates the element of surprise by the use of the longships’ ability to travel up shallow rivers and behind an opponent’s defence lines.  The traditional Lewis chess set may well have evolved from improved variants of period chess games of that era. This Longships Chess game follows that tradition with further enhancements, only a few chess game variants make use of ships.

Four Unique Innovations:
1) The H-shaped board 10x10 with 4 additional inline harbour squares.

2) The Pawn enhanced.

3) The Jarl chess piece.

4) The Longship chess piece.

1)  The Board:
The H-shaped board consists of 104 squares set out in the configuration below, 10x10 with 4 additional blue squares set immediately behind the 10x10 matrix:
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The orthodox set of 16 pieces per side, has been increased to 22 per side chess set, with the following additions either side:  2 extra pawns, 2 longship pieces (L) and 2 jarl pieces (J). The original 16 orthodox pieces remain in their usual central positions. The traditional Lewis set has no ‘castles’ as such, so necessitating the substitution of new castle pieces. The original Lewis Warden piece can then be used as the Jarl piece, see photograph of board setup on the website: www.longshipschess.co.uk

Initial setup:
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2)  Pawn Enhanced:
The 16 a side orthodox pieces retain the same movement rules as in Orthodox Chess except for the pawns which have an initial 1, 2 or 3 step moves. En Passant is also extended to allow for pawn capturing pawn behind the 2nd & 3rd step moves.  

For the pawn, this initial 3 step move is allowed to imitate the fast movement of Viking berserkers into the fray. Pawn promotion at either 11th or 2nd rank gives rise to an additional queen or other court piece, that pawn can also be promoted to a jarl by placement to their own side of the board, but only if there is any empty jarl square within the court rank to facilitate this extra promotion (a11 or j11 for black, a2 or j2 for white). Otherwise, the promoting pawn goes off the board.

3)  Jarl:
Jarls cannot jump over other pieces, but have an initial 1, 2 or 3 step move in step with the pawn, but this can be taken in any single direction including diagonally e.g.
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After its initial move, the jarl moves like a king one square in any direction but limited in that it can only capture other pieces diagonally. The jarl is essentially a defensive piece which locks together the wedge-shaped pawn defences and is well adapted for close quarter combat. Jarls free up the bishops and castles for better use by nature of their longer movement range.

4)  The Longship:
This silent raider can jump over other pieces, first it moves 1 square orthogonally, then 2 squares diagonally in line. The 3-step move cannot be shortened.  Possible initial moves:
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The possibility of 8 directions of movement enables the longship to travel onto alternate-coloured squares at every turn, thereby allowing it to reach any square eventually e.g. 
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The longship above started from a12, moved to c9, finally to e6 where 8 possible long-range moves are available. Success lay in surprise; its drawback was its vulnerability to nearside threats when outside friendly support units.

Historical Notes:
This chess variant has evolved over several years, from a study of the Viking culture and history and incorporating their strategy and tactics with the use of longships. Below the king was the aristocracy of the jarl, equivalent to the anglo-saxon earl. The Jarls were territorial leaders in their own right each fielding a small army of bόndi.  The bόndis were freemen and usually tenant farmers who had the right to bear arms. The jarl could initially lead the bόndi into battle on the king’s behalf or hold defensive positions at a later stage. The king had his own small elite army. Women held a prominent role in Viking & Anglo-Saxon society, hence the rise of powerful queens who could rule in a king’s absence. Women also took part in battles.

Scandinavian territory mainly consisted of dense forests with grazing land separated by rivers, fjords and high mountains. Battles were sometimes fought in a specially cleared site called a hazelled field, fenced by lopped hazel branches. Mutually and honourably, both sides would agree a date and time for battle on such sites. A mottled green and buff chequered board has been used to recreate this feature.  

The longship’s construction gave it a low profile underwater (one metre) allowing it to move up shallow rivers. The innovation of two bowed ends allowed it to reverse without turning in narrow passages. Each ship normally carried approximately 60 warriors and the largest 100 warriors.  Naval battles were often held from ships roped together forming huge fighting platforms. Fighting tactics did not include ramming or the breaking of oar-banks on the side of ships, hand to hand battle mainly ensued. In design, longships were made of light construction and could be hauled overland on rollers to other rivers and waterways so becoming silent predators. 

Although the Vikings didn’t build stone castles, they made circular stockades around strong wooden lodges. Stone built towers (or brochs) were often captured and held during inland raids and land occupations. This new board layout has four rearward squares (in blue) each being only vulnerable from 2 other adjacent squares, these are harbour squares only available to longships.

The Chess set that we used consisted mainly of the Anne Carlton Studio Lewis large design, with some additions. A 10 x 10 board can be sourced from International Draughts suppliers, they use a 100 square board, then place the ships behind the 4 corners.     
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The Earlier Viking armies were often pagan, so Bishops would not be realistic chessmen. Alternatively on the dark side, we have replaced the 2 black Bishops by Seers instead, the same start position and diagonal moves apply > 

The Unwritten Rule in Chess:
All pieces are restricted to a maximum move of 7 squares a turn as in the original Chess game.
An optional Shield Wall rule for Pawns:
Pawns are allowed to move sideways 1 square to fill gaps or to make Shield Wall formations, or to join up with other units, as long as the pawn’s initial square and destination square are not under attack from other pieces on the board. Pawns strung out on the march were very vulnerable to ambush attacks, which is the reasoning behind the en passant rule. Viking Raids were often fragmented by warring bands led by independent jarls and earls, the larger chessboard allows for this extra freedom.
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The longship squares were painted blue afterwards.
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