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Doctor Who The War Games

THE ENDURING LEGACY OF DOCTOR WHO: THE WAR
GAMES

Few serials in the long and storied history of Doctor Who carry
as much weight as Doctor Who: The War Games. Aired in the
spring and summer of 1969, this ten-episode epic not only
marked the conclusion of Patrick Troughton’s magnificent tenure
as the Second Doctor but also fundamentally reshaped the very
mythology of the series. For decades, it has been hailed as a
masterwork of classic serialised science fiction, a gripping war
drama, and a story that dared to ask profound questions about
morality, justice, and the nature of the Doctor’'s own kind.
Whether you are a lifelong Whovian or a newcomer exploring the
show’s vintage gems, Doctor Who The War Games remains an
essential, thought-provoking watch—a story that feels as relevant
today as it did over half a century ago.

OVERVIEW OF THE SERIAL: A TEN-PART ODYSSEY

Doctor Who The War Games was written by Terrance Dicks
and Malcolm Hulke, two of the most influential writers in the
show’s early years. Directed by David Maloney, the serial

originally aired on BBC One from 19 April to 21 June 1969. It is
one of the longest Doctor Who serials ever produced, running
for ten 25-minute episodes. Unlike many stories from the
Troughton era, all episodes of The War Games survive in the
BBC archives, a fact for which fans are profoundly grateful. The
serial stars Patrick Troughton as the Doctor, Frazer Hines as
Jamie McCrimmon, and Wendy Padbury as Zoe Heriot.

The story begins with the TARDIS materialising in what appears
to be a First World War battlefield. The Doctor, Jamie, and Zoe
quickly realise that something is terribly wrong—this is no
historical reenactment. They discover that they are trapped
inside a vast, artificially created war zone, a cruel game
masterminded by a powerful alien race known as the War Lords.
Soldiers from different periods of Earth’s history—Romans,
American Civil War troops, Crimean War soldiers—are being
abducted and forced to fight endlessly. The War Lords intend to
use the most aggressive and cunning fighters to conquer their
own galaxy. The Doctor and his companions must navigate
multiple time zones, ally with unlikely figures, and ultimately
confront a cosmic conspiracy that will change the Doctor’s life
forever.
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The War Zone: A Terrifying
Reality

Upon arriving, the Doctor is separated from Jamie and Zoe. Jamie
is mistaken for a deserter and nearly executed. The Doctor
assumes the role of a British medical officer, using his
characteristic wit and authority to survive. The trio soon uncovers
the true scale of the operation: the War Lords have created a
“game” where soldiers from various eras fight for their
amusement. The scientific advisor, the Security Chief, uses
advanced brainwashing techniques to keep the soldiers docile
and unaware of anachronisms. The Doctor, Jamie, and Zoe work
to expose the sinister nature of this war game, leading to a
confrontation with the War Lord himself.

Enter the Time Lords

The central turning point of Doctor Who The War Games is the
revelation of the Time Lords. For the first time in the series, the
Doctor’s own people appear on screen, albeit as imposing,
disembodied voices and shadowy figures in ceremonial robes.
The Doctor, realizing he cannot stop the War Lords alone, uses a
forbidden device to summon his own people. This act is a
monumental moment in the show’s lore, directly answering
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the First Doctor’s era. The Time Lords arrive, put an end to the
War Lords’ scheme, and take the Doctor back to Gallifrey to
stand trial for his repeated interference in the affairs of other
worlds.

The Trial and Forced
Regeneration

The trial of the Doctor is one of the most memorable sequences
in classic Doctor Who. The Time Lords are portrayed as cold,
dispassionate judges. The Doctor defends his actions, but his fate
is sealed. Though his companions Jamie and Zoe are returned to
their own times with their memories of travelling with the Doctor
erased—a heartbreaking farewell—the Doctor himself is
sentenced to exile on Earth. As a final punishment, he is forced to
change his appearance. This marks the first time regeneration is
explicitly depicted as a compulsory process imposed by an
external force. Patrick Troughton’s final moments, as he pleads
for a merciful regeneration and slowly transforms into the Third
Doctor (Jon Pertwee), are iconic and deeply emotional.

KEY THEMES AND SOCIAL COMMENTARY IN THE WAR
GAMES

Doctor Who The War Games is far more than a simple
adventure story. It is a rich allegory about the futility and horror
of war. The very concept of “wargames” as entertainment for a
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decadent alien elite draws a stark parallel to the way real-world
conflicts are often sanitised or treated as sport by those far
removed from the front lines. The soldiers in the story are
ordinary men ripped from their own times, brainwashed to fight
and die for no purpose other than the amusement of their
captors. This anti-war message, penned during the peak of the
Vietnam War, resonates deeply.

Another dominant theme is morality and justice. The Doctor
spends the serial fighting to save lives, even those of the
brainwashed soldiers. Yet when the Time Lords arrive, they judge
him for his actions. The story forces viewers to ask: is it right to
stand by and do nothing while evil triumphs? Is the Doctor a
criminal for helping, or are the Time Lords morally bankrupt for
their non-interventionist policy? The ambiguity of this
ending—where the “good guys” (the Doctor) are punished—is
remarkably sophisticated for a children’s television programme.

The Doctor’'s Character
Development

Throughout the serial, the Second Doctor exhibits all his best
qualities: cunning, compassion, a love for humanity, and a deep-
seated resistance to tyranny. He repeatedly refuses to accept the
War Lords’ rules. But his final act—summoning the Time Lords—is
an act of desperation that acknowledges his limitations. For the
first time, the Doctor is forced to rely on a power he cannot
control. This humbling experience sets the stage for his exile and

reinvention as the dandy, action-oriented Third Doctor. The War
Games therefore serves as a crucial pivot point for the entire
series, transforming the Doctor from a fugitive into a convicted
exile.

THE TIME LORDS: A NEW MYTHOLOGY FOR DOCTOR
WHO

Before Doctor Who The War Games, the Doctor’'s home planet
and people had only been hinted at. The First Doctor had
mentioned that he was an exile, but no details were given. This
serial introduced the Time Lords as an ancient, powerful, and
morally ambiguous race. They are shown as bureaucrats who
value cosmic order above compassion. They have the power to
manipulate time, yet choose not to intervene—except to police
their own kind. Their judgment of the Doctor sets in motion a
storyline that would dominate the next several seasons of the
show.

The depiction of the Time Lords here is starkly different from later
incarnations. They are remote, almost godlike figures who speak
in unison. Their halls are vast and sterile. This portrayal created a
foundational mythology that later writers would expand upon,
culminating in the epic Time War of the revived series. Every
subsequent appearance of the Time Lords—from the Jon Pertwee
era to modern stories like “The Day of the Doctor”—owes a debt
to the groundwork laid in The War Games.

PRODUCTION AND LEGACY




Behind the Scenes

Producing a ten-episode serial with multiple time periods and
large battle sequences was a monumental challenge for the BBC
in 1969. The budget constraints are occasionally visible—some
costumes are clearly repurposed, and the battle scenes rely on
limited extras and clever camera work. Yet the script is so strong,
and the performances so engaging, that these limitations never
detract from the drama. Patrick Troughton reportedly found the
lengthy serial exhausting but gave one of his finest
performances. The emotional farewell scene with Jamie and Zoe
is still considered one of the most poignant moments in classic
Doctor Who.

Reception and Fan Opinion

Upon its original broadcast, Doctor Who The War Games
received mixed but generally positive reviews. Some critics felt
the ten-episode length was excessive, while others praised its
ambition. Over the decades, its reputation has grown
enormously. Today, it is routinely listed among the greatest
Doctor Who stories of all time. Fans admire its complex
narrative, its moral depth, and its pivotal place in the show’s
history. The serial has been released on DVD, Blu-ray, and
streaming platforms, ensuring new generations of viewers can
discover its brilliance.

WHY THE WAR GAMES REMAINS ESSENTIAL VIEWING

For any serious follower of Doctor Who, watching The War
Games is a rite of passage. It represents the climax of the black-
and-white era and a bold step into a new direction. The story’s
exploration of war, justice, and the cost of heroism feels timeless.
Patrick Troughton’s Doctor is at his best—childlike yet wily,
vulnerable yet brave. The introduction of the Time Lords adds a
layer of cosmic tragedy to the Doctor’s character that would
define him for decades to come.

Moreover, the serial’s central question—should a good person
break the rules to do what is right—remains profoundly relevant.
In an age of complex geopolitical conflicts, the allegory of the
War Lords using human soldiers as pawns is uncomfortably
familiar. The Doctor’s defiance and his subsequent punishment
offer a powerful narrative about the price of moral courage. For
fans of classic television, historical sci-fi, or simply great
storytelling, Doctor Who The War Games is not just a historical
artefact—it is a masterpiece that continues to challenge and
entertain.

CONCLUSION

Doctor Who The War Games stands as a towering
achievement in the history of the series. It gave Patrick
Troughton a fittingly grand send-off, introduced the Time Lords as
a key element of the show’s mythology, and delivered a gripping,
intelligent commentary on the nature of conflict. Its ten-episode
run allows for deep character development and a slow-burn
reveal of the alien conspiracy. For those who have not yet
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experienced this classic serial, it is a journey well worth taking. ambition, heart, and moral complexity that make Doctor Who a
For longtime fans, it remains a touchstone—a reminder of the truly special programme. The war may be a game for the War
Lords, but for the Doctor—and for us—the stakes are always real.



