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By Mark Backhouse

FAST-PACED CANOE CHASE RULES IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY

PELTS, PADDLING 
AND POWDER!
The grizzled trapper looked down at the canoe full of beaver pelts. The youth’s 
paddle also stroked the water gently as they glided home. It had been a good 
expedition up the river, and they would get a good price for the furs at the 
trading post. The river meandered along through the thick woodland and all 
seemed quiet and relaxed. Too quiet, maybe? 

Then it happened – the loud crack of a musket broke the serene moment. A lead 
ball hurtled through the air, just missing the canoe and landing in the water with a 
resounding splash, just feet away. Adrenaline pumped through the trapper’s veins 
as he realized they were under attack. The only way out was to paddle. Paddle fast! 

Barely daring to glimpse back over the youth’s shoulder, the pair dug fero-
ciously in unison with their paddles into the deep water. “Damned injuns”, 
the veteran muttered under his breath. Sure enough, two Indian canoes had 
emerged from a nearby tributary and were swiftly gaining on them. It was only 
a couple of miles to the safety of the blockhouse and the trading post, but it 
was going to be a desperate race to keep their precious cargo and stay alive!

T rying to achieve a chase game is always a bit tricky, 
as you want to deliver some degree of speed and 
pace to the game, as well as some tactical game 

play. There also needs to be an element of chance and luck, 
so that it doesn’t become a predictable chess game, as well 
as being most importantly jolly good fun. What follows, I 
hope, is a fun fast-play canoe chase game that will provide 
you with a good basis to build your own adventures in the 
American wilderness in the eighteenth century.

SET-UP
For this game, you will need a river. Six feet of river should 
be your minimum. Mine is made up four 2’ x 2’ terrain 
squares, comprising two straight sections and two right-
angle bends. The exact number of bends and straight 
sections is not important, but a few bends will make the 

game more interesting, as they will 
block line-of-sight and limit 
the firing from the chasers. 

Ideally, the riverbanks will be 
covered in trees to set the scene, 

but this is not strictly necessary.

You will need a minimum of 
three canoes – one representing 

the trappers attempting to escape, and two Indian canoes. 
For the gameplay, a few 6-sided dice, a tape, and a pack 
of cards are all that’s needed, but it’s helpful to have a few 
spare figures and animals for the random events.
Additional obstacles can be added to the water to make it 
more interesting. Twigs with a bit of clump foliage make 
useful fl oating branches and debris. Two or three of these 
should be suffi cient. Careful pouring of sand near bends in the 
river where deposition has built up also provides obstacles in 
the form of sandbanks for the canoes to navigate, and provide 
further challenge. These should be about 3” wide from the 
insides of the river bank. Rocks can also be placed. These are 
stationary and do not move with the current.

You will need at least two players – the Trapper player and the 
Indian player – but a referee is not required.

Place the trappers’ canoe 9” up the river. The Indians start 
the game just off the edge of the table. The aim of the trap-
pers is to reach the other end of the river boards alive and 
hopefully with their prized beaver pelts.

Shuffl e the pack of cards and include the jokers. Deal out four 
cards to the trapper player and fi ve cards to the Indian player. 
The rest of the deck is turned upside down.Native Americans out to 

catch some trappers!
Native Americans out to 
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THE GAME RULES
The game is broken down into a turn sequence made up of 
sequential phases, which are as follows:

1. The Trapper player may choose to play up to ONE 
movement card and ONE action card every turn. He 
may choose to discard up to ONE card every turn.

2. The Trapper player replenishes his cards up to a maxi-
mum of four again.

3. The Indian player may choose to play up to ONE move-
ment card per canoe and ONE action card every turn. 
He may choose to discard up to ONE card every turn.

4. The Indian player replenishes his cards up to a maxi-
mum of fi ve again.

5. Move all objects that are being swept along by the 
current 2” further downstream, including canoes and 
debris in the water.

The turn ends. Go back to phase 1 and repeat the sequence. 
If all cards in the pack are used, shuffle the pack and real-
locate cards. Start at the beginning of the turn sequence.

Playing the cards
The Trapper may use any black numbered card as a move-
ment card. The number on the card represents the number 
of inches they may move.

The Trapper may use any black picture cards as action cards. 
Different cards allow them to carry out different actions.

The Trapper may not normally use red cards. However, they 
can be useful if one of their opponent’s canoes is holed! 

The Indians may use any red numbered card as a movement 
card. The number on the card represents the number of inches 
they may move one canoe.

The Indians may use any red picture cards as action cards. 
Different cards allow them to carry out different actions.

The Indians may not normally use black cards. However, they 
can be useful if your opponent’s canoe is holed! 

Action cards
Jacks: Allow one canoe crew to reload their musket.

Queen: Allow one canoe crew to fi re - assuming they’ve loaded!

King: Target one canoe to suffer a random event.

Ace: Can be used as a movement card worth 10” (if used in 
this way, it counts as a movement card, not an action card) OR 
can be used to cancel one card being used against your canoe. 
(This could include cancelling a shot against them, cancelling a 
mêlée result, or cancelling a negative random event.

Joker: The fi rst time this is played, it has no effect. If the second 
joker is played, then the turn is over. Return all cards to the deck 
and reallocate cards again. The turn sequence starts again. Note 
that this may allow the trapper player to have two phases in a row.

Movement
Simply play an appropriately coloured card and move one 
canoe the appropriate number of inches along the river. If one 

of the rowers in a canoe is injured, they may only move on 
ODD numbered cards of the appropriate colour. This means 
potentially a single rower can still go quite fast, but is less 
likely to get as many useful movement cards that they can use.

On the bends in the river where there are sandbanks, a canoe 
has a choice. It can attempt to go wide around the bend and, in 
doing so, will need to move considerably further to go around 
the bend, or it can attempt to cut the corner over the sand-
bank and run the risk of running aground. Play ‘paper, scissors, 
stone’ with your opponent. If the result is a win or a draw for 
the person trying to cut the corner, the canoe passes without a 
problem. If the result is a defeat, the canoe that is attempting to 
negotiate the sandbank has run aground and comes to a halt. 
In the player’s next turn, they must discard a movement card to 
become unstuck, although the model does not move forward at 
all, and this counts as their movement card being played.

Floating obstacles in the river should be avoided! If a canoe 
moves into one, play ‘paper, scissors, stone’. If you win, then 
there is no effect. If the result is a draw or a loss, the canoe is 
stuck on the obstacle. The canoe will come to a halt, although 
it will continue to move 2” in phase 5. On the next turn, the 
canoe may attempt to dislodge itself from the debris. This 
requires a movement card to be discarded next turn to dislodge 
it. However, the canoe model does not move forward that turn.

Rocks should obviously be avoided. If a canoe goes within 
1” of one, they must test to see if they hit it. Play ‘paper, 
scissors, stone’. If you win, then you pass unharmed. If you 
draw, the canoe is caught. Apply the same rules as the sand-
banks. If you lose, the canoe is holed.

If a canoe is holed, every time you play a movement card to 
move it, your opponent may play a movement card of the 
same colour as their target to try to slow their opponents 
down. Remove the number on the counter-card from the 
initial movement and apply the result that turn.

Shooting
Each canoe is assumed to have a rifl e or a musket on board. This is 
loaded at the start of the chase. The range on fi rearms is assumed 
to be unlimited, as long as a straight line can be drawn between 

Foes in canoes AND along the shore!
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the canoes. When you fi re, play ‘paper, scissors, stone’. A win 
means the target has been hit and one of the rowers is wounded. 
Any other result means the shot has missed. After a shot, you will 
need to reload before you can fi re again from that canoe.

Mêlée
If a canoe moves into contact with an enemy canoe, it can 
choose to engage in mêlée. This might involve ramming, 
hitting with paddles, or leaping daringly onto your oppo-
nent’s canoe with a tomahawk to try and scalp them. Play 
‘paper, scissors, stone’. If one side wins, their opponent suffers 
a wound on one of their rowers. In a draw, neither side is 
wounded. At the end of the mêlée, neither side needs to stay 
engaged and may disconnect and move in their turn.

Wounded 
Each canoe has two rowers. When one rower is wounded, it 
impacts on the movement of the canoe (see the movement 
rules). When both rowers are wounded, the canoe is out of 
action. If it is the trappers’ canoe, then they are killed, robbed, 
and scalped. If it is one of the Indian canoes, the number of 
cards in the Indian player’s hand is reduced to just three cards 
from now on. The Indian player must discard at random any 
additional cards they have. If both the Indian canoes are out 
of action, the trappers are automatically the winners.

Random events
A random event is played upon an opposing player’s canoe. 
Cut the remaining pack of cards and apply the result.

TWO Enemy sharpshooter! Someone on the riverbank 
takes a pot shot at the target canoe. Resolve this 
like a normal shot against the target canoe.

THREE Holed! The target canoe hits a rock under the 
water. It counts as holed for the rest of the game.

FOUR Lost paddle! The target canoe can only move 
using odd-numbered movement cards.

FIVE Overboard! One rower in the target canoe falls 
over the side. The target canoe must either stop to 
pick them up (in which case, it may not spend a 
movement card next turn) or keep going, aban-
doning them to drown. The canoe will only move 
on odd-numbered movement cards from now on.

SIX Wet powder! The target canoe’s fi rearm is soak-
ing wet and cannot be used to shoot for the rest 
of the game or until the deck is reshuffl ed.

SEVEN Torrential rain! No shooting is allowed for the 
rest of the game by any canoe.

EIGHT Taking on water. The target has the option to bail 
out their canoe, sacrifi cing next turn’s move-
ment phase OR suffers a -1” movement every 
time they move.

NINE Grizzly bear! A ferocious bear is disturbed 
while fi shing in front of the canoe. Resolve two 
rounds of mêlée with the target canoe. The bear 
is removed from play after the attack.

TEN Run aground! The target is caught on a hidden 
sandbank or obstacle. The same rules apply as if 
they hit a sandbank.

JACK Hidden sandbank! Sprinkle some sand in an 
area 2” wide around the target canoe. The target 
and any other canoes moving over it test to see 
if they are stuck on the sandbank. 

QUEEN Slowing down! The target of the card loses their 
next phase, as the rowers are getting tired out!

KING Exhausted! The target canoe halves its move-
ment until the deck is reshuffl ed.

ACE Midges! The target canoe paddles through a swarm 
of midges! Keen to get away, it paddles a BONUS 
1D6” away in a direction of their choice!

JOKER This counts towards the end of the turn being 
activated. If it is the second Joker played, the 
turn ends automatically.

TWEAKING THE GAME
Larger canoes or rafts might be used in the game. Increase the 
number of wounds the canoe can suffer by the number of rowers. 
For larger canoes, a minimum of two rowers is required, or else 
the canoe only moves on odd-numbered movement cards.

More canoes might be involved in the chase. For every additional 
canoe, I would suggest increasing the player’s hand by one card.

If you wish, the trapper player might start the game with an 
ace card already allocated to them in their starting hand. This 
allows them to avoid an unlucky early random effect card, or 
gives them the potential to make a fast early move.

WINNING
To win, the trappers need to get to the end of the river. The 
Indians win if they can stop them! WS&S

The game might also work transposed to an entirely different 
setting or location, with a bit of tweaking. Daring partisans skiing 
away from German mountain troops in Norway? James Bond in 
a speedboat in Jamaica? A daring American POW escaping on a 
motorbike towards the Swiss border in The Great Escape?

The Indian canoes close.
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