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Ideas & Issues (WargamIng/advertIser Content)

O
ver the next several issues, we will introduce 
readers to basic concepts in board wargam-
ing. We will be using mini-games from De-
cision Games to illustrate those concepts.

This line of mini-games is a great place to start because 
of their small size, subjects from ancients to modern, 
and variety of map type (hex and square grid as well 
as point-to-point). Some of the games are solitaire (play 
against a system generated opponent), and, best of all, 
every game is part of a series and has series (or system) 
rules. Series rules are a base set of rules for multiple 
games. Once one game is learned, additional games 
are then playable with the same base rules (but indi-
vidual games still have short exclusive rules to model 
specifics aspects).

Basics of Maps and Battles
by Christopher Cummins

W
e start with Custer’s Final Campaign 
(CFC). Most readers will recognize 
Gen George Custer and the Battle of 
Little Bighorn (25 June 1876). This 

game starts at the beginning of the campaign in March 
1876 with the U.S. Army and Indians emerging from 
their winter quarters and camps scattered across the 
Great Plains. Play simulates the efforts by the two sides 
to achieve or defend widely separated objectives as well 
as engage in decisive action to eliminate the forces of 
the other side. The U.S. Army player wins by eliminat-
ing six Indian units, while the Indian player wins by 
eliminating four U.S. Army units or by occupying all 
four Indian objectives.

Looking at the game map, players see a point-to-
point map. Instead of the traditional wargame hex grid, 
the map has points connected by lines. The points have 
terrain that effects movement and combat in important 
ways, including some differences between the forces. An 
open circle usually indicates clear terrain (clear terrain 
being the most passable for movement and having the 
least opportunity for defensive combat benefits).

The other part of point-to-point maps is the lines 
between the points. Movement is essentially going from 
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one point or space to the next. A movement rate of three 
would mean a unit could move three spaces. Sometimes the 
lines themselves effect or restrict movement. In CFC, there 
are land lines and river lines. River spaces stop all units (both 
sides) from moving further; however, the U.S. Army has one 
river fleet unit that can transport U.S. Army units along the 
rivers.

Triangles often indicate rough or mountainous terrain. In 
CFC, the triangles have a notch to give them a mountain 
peak appearance. Their effect is to stop U.S. Army units from 
further movement while Indians may continue. Diamonds in-
dicate towns and their effect is the opposite: U.S. Army units 
may continue moving while Indians must stop. This simple 
mechanic gives each side a movement advantage in some parts 
of the map and a disadvantage in others. For example, the 
Indian player will have an easier time getting to the Oregon 
Trail objective because the only path to it goes through the 
Wind River Range space (see map photo), or they might 
move through a rough space in order to put that stopping 
terrain between one of their forces and U.S. Army forces.

Looking at the counters (see counter photo), readers will 
see an icon indicating the unit type and a number indicating 
combat strength. Combat occurs whenever a force from one side 
enters a space occupied by the other side. Each side lines up 
their units to the side of the map. Each side rolls a die and high 
die (defender wins ties) has Tactical Superiority, meaning they 
get to fire first. That player selects any one of his units and rolls 
a number of dice equal to the combat strength printed on the 
counter. The dice result is compared to the Battle Results Table. 
Every “six” eliminates one enemy unit, and every “five” panics 
one enemy unit. The opponent must first choose the units to 
eliminate (remove for 
the rest of the game), 
then the units to panic 
(flipped to their back 
side—they may not 
fire again during this 
combat). The firing 
unit is then adjusted 
to show it has fired 
(rotate the fired coun-
ters or pull them back 
from the battle line).

Then the oppo-
nent chooses a unit 
and f ires with the 
roles reversed. These 
rounds continue until 
one side has no more 
units to fire at which 
point the side with 
extra units fires the 
rest of its units. If, at 
any point, either side 
has all of its units 
eliminated or pan-
icked, they have lost 

the battle. The panicked units are retreated to an adjacent 
space and flipped back to the front side. If both sides have 
units that were not eliminated or panicked, then another 
round of combat occurs.

Custer in the Cards
by Joseph Miranda

P
icking up from last time, CFC is an operational-
level wargame of the Yellowstone-Little Bighorn 
campaign of 1876. The historical campaign pitted 
elements of the U.S. Army, spearheaded by Custer’s 

7th Cavalry Regiment, against the tribes of Plains Indians 
and saw the latter’s last great battlefield victory. U.S. Army 
units represent regiments or 
detachments while Indian 
units are groupings of war-
riors. The game map stretches 
from Fort Lincoln in Dakota 
Territory to the Oregon Trail 
near the Continental Divide.

The central game system 
is built around a set of Cam-
paign cards (hence the series 
title, “Hand of Destiny”). 
The cards provide several 
advantages in game design, 
especially one emphasizing 
low complexity while main-
taining a modicum of histori-
cal realism. Each player has 
a set of nine cards. Most of 
the cards generate operations. 
For example, the card Terry Column Advances permits the 
Army player to move all units in Terry’s command (including 
the 7th Cavalry). Since the Army has three different columns 
(Terry, Gibbon, and Crook), the cards create the historical di-
lemma of coordinating differ-
ent commands in a situation 
of limited intelligence and lack 
of instantaneous communica-
tions.

The Indians have a slightly 
different command proce-
dure. Most of their cards, 
like Head for the Prairies, 
generate a random number 
of war-bands that the player 
may move. This models the 
chaotic situation where the 
Indians relied on tribal con-
sensus for raiding, and this 
could go to extremes. It also 
presents the Army player with 
a dilemma since you never 
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know if the other side’s next move will involve a single war-
band or the combined Plains indian warriors!

Leadership is also a factor in the game. The Army Sheri-
dan and Indian Crazy Horse cards allow each side to move 
all their units. This gives players the chance to act decisively 
if they have maneuvered strategically. It also means having to 
keep an eye open for a surprise move across the prairies.

The draw of the cards brings in factors of friction and fog 
of war. Each side is presented with challenges and opportuni-
ties. You might forge ahead with a column only to find the 
other side has you surrounded and is moving in for the kill.

There is a “mechanical” advantage to using cards. By plac-
ing various rules on the cards, this reduces the need for players 
to consult a rules book or game charts. This facilitates play 
by having the rules up front where they are readily accessible.

Each side has a card with a random event. Dissension in 
the Councils causes a random number of Indian units to head 
home but also reshuffles the deck so discards can get back into 
play. Similarly, the Nelson Miles card gives the Army several 
bonuses but only if three or more friendly units have been 
eliminated. The condition reflects Gen Nelson Miles being 
called up in the aftermath of the destruction of Custer’s 

command at the Little Bighorn battle to take control of op-
erations.

Overall, the cards provide a narrative of events for the 
game. Players in Custer’s Last Campaign have an opportunity 
to gain an otherwise elusive victory on the Great Plains in that 
famous campaign of 1876.

Other games in this series include Khyber Rifles (British in 
Afghanistan, 1840s) and Lettow-Vorbeck (British versus Germans 
in East Africa in World War I). Also related are Caesar’s War 
and Belisarius’ War.
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The Mini Game Series from Decision Games provides a 

variety of introductory games designed to be played in 

about an hour. The eras covered are: Ancient, 19th century, 

WWI, WWII, Modern, and Sci-Fi. Each game includes an 

11×17 inch map sheet, 40 counters, and a rules sheet. 

Some titles also include 18 mini cards. The series takes 

only minutes to learn and once one game is played, 

players can immediately play other scenarios with the 

same standard rules. Some games come with cards that 

drive the action with various commands and events.

MUSKET & SABER 
QUICK PLAY
AMERICAN REVOLUTION BATTLES

First Saratoga: Burgoyne’s Gambit, 19 Sept 1777

Germantown: Washington Strikes, 4 Oct 1777

NAPOLEONIC BATTLES

Saalfeld: 10 October 1806

19TH CENTURY BATTLES

Molino Del Rey: Gateway to Mexico City, 8 Sept 1847

AMERICAN CIVIL WAR

Chantilly: Jackson’s Missed Opportunity, 1 Sept 1862

Salem Church: East of Chancellorsville, 3–4 May 1863

Mansfield: Crisis in the Pine Barrens, 8 April 1864

Wilson's Creek: Opening Round in the West, 10 

Aug 1861

COLD WAR BLITZ
Suez '56: Anglo-French Intervention

Khe Sanh '68: Marines Under Siege

SCI-FI
Ceres: Operation Stolen Base 

Phobos Rising: Insurgency on Mars

HAND OF DESTINY
Khyber Rifles: Britannia in Afghanistan

Custer’s Final Campaign: 7th Cavalry at Little Bighorn

Lettow-Vorbeck: East Africa 1914–18

Khartoum: Sudan, 1883–1885

ANCIENT WARS
Caesar’s War: The Conquest of Gaul, 58–52 BC

Belisarius's War:  Roman Reconquest of Africa, 

AD 533–534

Hawaii, 1795: Kamehameha’s War of Unification

Campaigns of Montrose: A Year of Living 

Dangerously, 1644–45

AIR WARS
Eagle Day: The Battle of Britain

Cactus Air Force: Air War Over the Solomons

MiG Alley: Air War Over Korea, 1951

Red Eagles: Air War Over the Kuban Peninsula, 1943

COMMANDO/RAIDER
Congo Merc: The Congo, 1964

Border War: Angola Raiders

Long Range Desert Group: Special Operations Against 

Rommel, 1941–42

Merrill's Marauders: Commandos in Burma, 1943–44

Viking: Scourge of the North

Rogers’ Rangers: America’s First Commandos

Lawrence of Arabia: The Arab Revolt 1917–18

Heroes of Telemark: Commando Raids in Norway, 

1942–43

INTRODUCTORY 
WARGAMES

ALL GAMES UNDER $20 EACH

SPECIAL OFFER FOR MARINES:

DECISIONGAMES.COM/WPSITE/MCAF

Raider System

Minutes to learn.  Quick to play.  Historically Accurate. 
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