A BRIEF HISTORY OF MAN O’ WAR, GAMES WORKSHOP’S FANTASY NAVAL BATTLE GAME

INTRODUCTION
This file contains a history of Man O' War in three parts: the history of the game, the history of the minis, and various rumors throughout the years about Man O' War.

This history is sourced from personal experience; from White Dwarf and Citadel Journal articles; from the Internet, especially The Sea of Claws Yahoo! group and The Miniatures Page; and from second- and third-hand stories.

THE GAME

The beginning: White Dwarf 143 came out in November 1991 and included concept drawings of ships for an unnamed fantasy naval wargame set in the Warhammer world. (Those concept drawings were later included in the rulebooks.)
White Dwarf 160 came out a year and a half later, in April 1993, and included a preview of the new Man O' War game.

The basic game was released at that time. Plague Fleet was released 2 or 3 months later, and Sea of Blood a month or two after that.

There was a steady stream of articles in White Dwarf until issue 175 in July 1994, then nothing. There were a few follow-on articles in the Citadel Journal, but even those stopped in late 1994.

The writing was definitely on the wall.

By late 1995, the game boxes were heavily discounted in stores. (Interestingly, one of my local hobby shops still had the games on their discount table in 2000, 6 years after the game was discontinued by GW.)
In early 1998, the Manowargame eGroup was started. It served as an early Internet forum for the discussion of tactics; strategies; rule clarifications; new gamer-created ships and rules; modeling, conversion, scenery, and painting tips, and everything else related to Man O’ War.

In March 2000, with the news that eGroups would be absorbed into Yahoo!, Scott Di Bartolo started The Sea of Claws Yahoo! group.
In the October 2001 issue of the Fanatic Games newsletter, Jervis Johnson wrote: “Rick [Priestley] is very keen to do a new version of Man-O-War using the Warmaster rules mechanics as a starting point and with a new range of ship models. While MOW was a good game for its time, it suffered badly from over-development, also known as the 'everything and the kitchen sink' syndrome. I mean, Skaven and Ork fleets, what were we think?!?! We also think we can do a much better job on the ship models this time round. For these reasons we won't be doing a reprint of MOW, but you can expect to see Man-O-Warmaster rules coming out from Fanatic a couple of years’ time.”

In 2003 GWUS released The General's Compendium for Warhammer. It included an entire section devoted to using boats and ships in Warhammer, including amphibious landings, boarding actions, and ship-to-ship combat.

In 2007 Mighty Empires was re-released.

From a July 2008 letter from Jervis Johnson to Zak (a member of The Sea of Claw): "We would love to do a new edition of MoW, but at the moment this really is blue skies thinking, mainly of the sort where Rick [Priestley] and I agree with each other that it would be a nice thing to do. Exactly how or when such a project could happen, we really haven't considered yet. Sorry to have to disappoint you.”
That’s where the game stands in spring 20143.

THE MINIATURES

The boxed Man O' War game, released in April 1993, included 12 plastic Empire or Pirate Wargalleys (6 red, 6 blue).
Metal ships, beasts, and fliers were released monthly throughout the rest of 1993 and the early months of 1994. (As an aside, the Empire Hellfist is the only Man O' War ship to have two entirely different sculpts, one with oars, one without.)
I believe that all of the metal minis had been released by June or July 1994, although some of the fliers might have lagged by a month or two.
Later in 1994, the rules for the Undead fleet were published in the Citadel Journal, but by that time everyone realized that there wouldn't be official Undead ship miniatures in the foreseeable future.
From the beginning, Man O’ War gamers used the old Mighty Empires plastic and metal minis in their games. The plastic pieces included villages, cities, fortresses, dragons, and a very nice plastic sailing ship. The metal pieces included bridges, siege equipment, a stone circle, a mine, a wizard’s tower, an Undead necropolis, and a very nice pirate ship with a sculpted skull-and-crossbones on the metal sail.

When the Man O’ War miniatures hit the discount racks in summer 1995, I stocked up. There were 4 or 5 local hobby shops that carried GW games, and I bought every Man O' War ship they had.

You could still buy the plastic Wargalleys from GWUK (and from GWUS via GWUK) until the late 1990s.

You could still buy most of the metal ships, beasts, and fliers, and the plastic masts, from GWUK (and from GWUS via GWUK) until summer 2000. However, some of the minis went out-of-production in the UK earlier than that, as the molds began to wear out. For example, the Chaos Dwarf ships, the domes for the Slaaneshi Hellrammer and Hellslicer, and the Dwarf Balloon were no longer being produced by early 2000. The Empire Ironfist kept going in and out of production for some reason; sometimes it was available, sometimes not.

Interestingly, as late as fall 2003, long after they stopped selling the other Man O' War ships, GWUK was still selling the skull prow of the Dark Elf Black Ark. The skull prow was an incredibly versatile piece, finding its way into hundreds of conversions for Warhammer, WH40K, Battlefleet Gothic, Necromunda, Mordheim, and other games. Jervis Johnson noted in 2001 that the Dark Elf Black Ark was by far the best-selling Man O' War mini, and that's one reason they made the Battlefleet Gothic ships so large; I wonder how many of those Black Arks were purchased purely as conversion-fodder?

Several GW insiders have stated that Man O' War was always more popular in the US than in the UK and Europe. Probably because of that, at some point in 2000 GWUK sent a set of Man O' War molds to GWUS. I believe that GWUK sent their original molds to GWUS, but I have also heard that they destroyed their molds and sent a backup set to GWUS.
However, GWUS did not get the masters from GWUK, only a set of molds. As far as I know, GWUK still has the Man O' War masters locked away somewhere.

GWUS put the molds to good use, churning out the metal minis for years, and selling the plastic masts until they ran out sometime in 2001. However, since GWUS didn't have the masters, they couldn't produce new molds when the old ones wore out.

By summer 2001 the Bretonnian Corsairs were no longer available, and some of the other ships were only available sporadically.

By summer 2003 we heard that GWUS would no longer be casting new Man O' War ships. They still had most of the ships in stock, but once that stock was gone, that was it.

At the same time, The General's Compendium included tips for building your own Warhammer-scale boats and ships, with many photos and illustrations. Unfortunately for us, the Compendium also recommended using bits and pieces of Man O' War ships to create 3D campaign map markers. As a result, gamers who had never even heard of Man O' War descended on GWUS and Ebay like locusts, purchasing every ship they could find.

By the end of 2003, all of the Man O' War ships were gone from GWUS.

The 2007 re-release of Mighty Empires included new plastic 3D map tiles and plastic cities, castles, and mines. GW mail order also sold an expansion pack for Mighty Empires that included additional tiles and plastic wizard’s castles, Dwarf breweries, and Orc idols.
As of this summer 2008 the new Mighty Empires plastic minis and the original metal Mighty Empires minis were still available from GW mail order, including the Pirate Ship. Complete copies of the original Mighty Empires boxed game, including the original plastic minis, can still be found on Ebay at reasonable prices.

Most of the metal Man O’ War minis command high prices on Ebay.

THE RUMORS

By 1995 there were already rumors, or perhaps wishful thinking, of a re-release of Man O' War in an unspecified "larger scale.”
The Battlefleet Gothic spaceship game was released in 1999. Some GW insiders said at the time that staffers who wanted to play a ship-to-ship game were satisfied with BFG (“Man O’ War in space”) and no longer saw the need for a re-release of Man O’ War.
There were rumors in 2000 that GW's Fanatic Games division would re-release the Man O' War minis, either in metal or resin.

Warmaster was released in 2000. In the October 2001 issue of the Fanatic Games newsletter, Jervis Johnson dropped the first hints that a new Warmaster-scaled version of Man O' War might be produced in a few years’ time. However, other than a few special rules and the release of an Empire ship and two Dwarf airships by Forge World, nothing has come of these rumors.

In 2002 we first heard the rumors that Forge World might release Man O' War ships in resin in the original scale.
After the 2003 release of The General's Compendium, there were new rumors of a Warhammer-scaled version of Man O' War, and rumors that Forge World might release some large Warhammer-scaled ships in resin.

In 2007 GW began placing free downloadable copies of some of its old games online, and there have been rumors that Man O' War will join them soon.

In 2008 GW licensed many of its old games to Fantasy Flight Games. Although Man O' War has never been mentioned, there have been occasional rumors that FFG might re-release Man O' War with new plastic minis, possibly as a boardgame rather than a tabletop miniature game.

In October 2011 GW released Dreadfleet, an all-in-one boxed fantasy naval game set in the Warhammer world that included rules, linked campaign scenarios, beautiful plastic miniatures for ships, monsters, terrain, and game aids, and an excellent fabric sea mat. While a decent game in its own right, Dreadfleet wasn’t the boon that Man O’ War gamers had hoped for.

· It was a very limited edition, which meant that many gamers have been stuck buying it on the secondary market.

· Each ship was an individual “character”; there were no race-specific squadrons or fleets as in Man O’ War.

· The ships were tied to the campaign scenarios, they weren’t assigned points. That made it much more difficult to determine a point-cost for new ships – such as the old Man O’ War ships – to use in the campaign.

· Most of the ships were too large to use in Man O’ War, but too small to use in Warmaster. However, some of the ships could be used as unofficial Admiral-class ships in Man O’ War, and the small Cog Auxiliaries could be pressed into service in several roles. Neither GW nor Forge World has any plans to release any additional ships.
· The campaign scenario format meant that Dreadfleet had limited replay value. After you played through the campaign a few times, it lost its appeal. GW has no plans to release any additional scenarios to extend the game’s appeal and playability.
· The terrain pieces could be used in Man O’ War games, but most featured very large, almost cartoonish skull-shaped rocks. More terrain variety would have been nice.

· The 3’x5’ fabric sea mat was very nice, and looked good in Man O’ War games, but a 4’x4’ mat would have been more useful.

· Dreadfleet was also likely the final nail in Man O’ War’s coffin. Appeals to GW to re-release Man O’ War can now be met with, “We tried that with Dreadfleet and it sank.”
Since the release of Dreadfleet, I’m not aware of any further rumors of a re-release of Man O’ War, nor of the associated miniatures.

