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Who Am I?
• Professional Historian (current book project: Civil War Combat and Entropy)
• Commercial Career from Front Desk to Designer to Head of Victory Games (1980s)
• Retired Senior Partner at Booz Allen Hamilton Inc.
• Conducted several hundred wargames for OSD and Joint Staff from 1979-2014
• Co-Designed CNA manual wargame: War in the China Seas (Herman and Perla)
• Designed and delivered around a hundred corporate strategy exercises/ 

simulations covering all topics including Pandemic viruses (Wargaming for 
Leaders, Chapter 14)

• Remain a commercial game designer with ~70+ published designs, majority 
historical wargames

• About to publish Defiance: Battle for Kyiv-The Russo-Ukraine War
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Peck of Pickled Peppers Team Photo
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Peter (Team Captain), Zack, 
Rich, and Myself + some guy 

holding an Axe

World Boardgaming Championships 
(WBC)

Annual Viking Fury Match

Our Team holds the 
WBC record for most

consecutive Last place 
finishes.
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Today’s Roadmap

• 3 Bee’s: Be Brief, Be Brilliant, Begone (my reach will exceed my grasp)
• When World’s Collide: How I have used commercial wargame 

techniques in professional Pentagon wargames
• Common issues I have seen in 35+ years of Pentagon Wargames
• I will use two analog wargames that fit in the seam of these worlds

• War in the China Seas (Herman/Perla; CNA)
• Defiance! (Herman/ Dockter; GMT Games)

• Both simulations use commercial techniques and open research to 
examine hypothetical and a current conflict.
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Convergent Evolution
Definition: noun; the appearance of apparently similar structures in organisms of different 
lines of descent
• While Professional DoD wargames can have a similar ‘look and feel’ to Commercial 

Wargames I see them through the lens of this convergent evolution metaphor. 
• Strategy games and Professional wargames (Prussian Kriegspiel, Lt. Reisweitz, 1812) 

have different origins, although the latter was certainly influenced by the former.
• First known strategy games (Royal Game of Ur; Mesopotamia and Senet; Egypt) go back 

to 2600 and 3100 BC respectively and were intended as Mental Sports/ Entertainment, 
to this day we are not entirely sure how they were played.

• Chaturanga(Chess, Northern India 550 AD) appears to have been a blend of military 
theme and strategy game, first Chess image in Persian manuscript 600 AD.

• Prussian Kriegspiel’s purpose was training for war and while it borrowed the chess grid 
and other graphic elements from strategy games, its rules emphasized hidden 
movement, terrain, and chain of command. 

• Peter Perla’s Pratzen (Austerlitz) tactical design uses Kriegspiel’s combat tables. 
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Professional DoD Wargames
• List does not include any form of troop  or live fire exercises
• Broad spectrum of designs and intent

• Budget Planning Exercises (e.g., Build and Use)
• War Plans Testing (e.g., always classified)
• Technology Implementation (e.g., DARPA Tactical Technology Office) 
• Interagency Coordination (e.g., Non-Combatant Evacuation)
• Defense program evaluation (e.g., B2 “Save the Whale”)
• Staff Training (e.g., DoD Title X responsibilities)
• BOGSAT: Bunch of Guys Sitting Around a Table (e.g., PATH wargames)

• Common that elements of several types are incorporated in parallel (e.g., 
DAWMS; Deep Attack Weapons Study)

• Very common to have both manual and computer elements present
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What are Manual Wargames good for?

“Wargames approximate and illuminate the human dimension of warfare. All 
else is commentary. “ Naval War College Professor
• Wargames offer the ability to observe human behavior within a conflict 

context.
• Wargames are to Modeling and Simulation (M&S) what Anthropology is to 

Mathematics.
• If wargames had a patron saint it would be Jane Goodall, not James Clerk 

Maxwell.
• An insight is a human participant reaching a first order conclusion based on 

experiences and information uniquely produced in the wargame. 
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Modeling and Simulations (M&S)
All Models are Wrong Some Are Useful

• Initial DoD M&S experience begins with late 50s with missiles (e.g., SIOP Strategic Integrated 
Operations Plan, USN COBOL Air Defense Software)

• My first computer simulation design team at BDM Corp in 1976
• General Dupuy (former Head of TRADOC) supplied subject matter expertise 
• Written in Advanced BASIC on a PC that cost $15k

• Early computer wargames ‘reach exceeded their grasp’ due to faulty implementation and 
immature technology (e.g., NDU Prudent Stride SAS Manual 1983 vs Computer SAS 1984)

• Early computer wargames were designed by programmers not wargame designers (e.g., RAND 
RSAS vs SPI SAS Strategic Analysis Simulation)

• Biggest M&S lie ever told: Software will be produced on schedule and within budget.
• Currently every other word in M&S is AI; “I suspect its reach will exceed its grasp”
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Canonical DoD Issues I Have Dealt With
• Misuse of Wargames to answer M&S questions; vice versa
• Defining specific goals and desired outcomes from Wargame
• Computer fixation: Garbage in- Gospel out
• Mismatch between Wargame/ Simulation capabilities and Skill/ 

interest of Participants
• Communicating results in a compelling manner to Senior decision 

makers 
• Difficulty in presenting unpopular results
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Key Reagan Era Wargame Findings
• Enduring Deterrence: Can the US fight and win a nuclear war?

• US casualties from Nuclear Exchange were 100 M (+/- 10M casualties)
• Subsequent collapse of all infrastructure and services created another 100M casualties
• Hard to quantify ‘victory’

• Strategic Defenses (Star Wars): How much defense would change strategic nuclear calculus?
• March 23, 1983: Reagan’s live to the nation Star Wars speech
• 15,000 Soviet Warheads;  no defense; ~35% required to meet all Soviet strike metrics
• Defense community developed leakage metric; Damage = 1 minus Ivory Soap (99 44/100%)
•  Test Game Surprise: Soviet planning impact of  15% defenses changed the nuclear calculus
• 15k warheads insufficient to meet nuclear calculus; USSR did not know what was defended
• Wargame series refuted leakage metric; enabled a credible and affordable SDI program

• Proliferation: Under what conditions might US Allies become Nuclear powers?
• 1985; Examined Future Security Environment (US, USSR, EU, PRC, and Japan)
• Wargame saw collapse of Warsaw Pact and US Budget Surplus in late 1990s (Peace dividend)
• Japan became a nuclear power when it perceived that the US nuclear umbrella was not available in 

an embarrassing  confrontation with the USSR over Kurile Islands 
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Commercial Manual Wargames
• Distinction between Historical (e.g., Pacific War) 

versus Science Fiction (e.g., Star Wars)
• SPI invented Contemporary Wargaming genre (JFD)
• Physical Components, no electricity required
• Computer versions merely emulate the boardgame in 

software, e.g., Rebel Fury on Steam
• Detailed rules that regulate play that usually run 20 

pages but on occasion can exceed 100 pages (e.g., 
The Next War)

• Written rules create visible grammatical ‘bugs’ 
whereas code ’bugs’ often remain undiscovered (e.g., 
Thunder c3i algorithms)  

• Simulation is physically manipulated by the player, no 
black box effect
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Gulf War: 1990-91
Analog versus Computer

• 2nd August 1990, as the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait was still in progress, I was asked to 
conduct a ‘quick’ wargame.

• Used rapidly modified Gulf Strike (analog version) as simulation for wargame. 
• Three participants: included former Ambassador who personally knew Saddam Hussein.
• Report was delivered in less than 24 hours, invasion still ongoing
• Findings laid out US options for responding to Kuwaiti invasion
• Many elements were incorporated into what became Desert Shield; older F16s vs F15s.

• In early 1991, just prior to Desert Storm the US Army Staff used Gulf Strike to 
examine the ‘left’ hook war plan. 

• Wargame resulted in Iraqi surrender within 96 hours with low coalition casualties.
• This result was orthogonal to official classified computer results

• Caused my J8 boss to defend results by using a popular profanity as a noun, verb, and adjective in one 
sentence.
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War in the China Seas: Education
• PRC second largest economy with unknown debt profile
• Gulf War shocked People’s War doctrine; per their contemporaneous 

writings.
• Twenty-five years of R&D and deployment
• Anti-access and Mechanization doctrine
• New Geography (South China Sea) and a Militia Navy (NYT 12/10/23)
• Regional pol-mil projection (South China Sea)
• PRC global alliances

• Shanghai Cooperation Organization
• Africa/ South America Economic Investments
• Belt and Road Initiative

• DPRK proxy, close ties with Russia and Iran
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War in the China Seas: Challenges
• Purpose was educational, so focused on military challenges of inserting US forces against

PRC area denial systems
• Game systems had to be accessible to intelligent, but potentially uninterested 

participants, used simple ‘bag of dice’ combat system (probability of hit)
• Basic Game teaches the broad lessons of how integrated PRC sensors, missiles, and

defenses operate in a war
• Advanced Game focuses heavily on missile/torpedo expenditure and resupply
• Abstractly included long range support capabilities

• Cyber
• Space
• SOF

• Wargame assumes a long war, so used my earlier Pacific War’s telescoping time 
mechanic to allow the war to be fast forwarded in multi-month segments
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War in the China Seas: Hypothetical Conflict
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• Designed for Military Education (Herman/Perla)
• CNA Corp: DIM-2018-U-0188395
• Unclassified; accurate but not precise

• Demonstrate PRC Area Denial Defenses
• Focused on Naval/Subsurface/Air War
• Tyranny of Precision Missile logistics
• If you are seen, you can be engaged
• Individual Ships with finite load outs
• Land Combat in-hex FLOT model
• Mines and other unmanned systems
• Vulnerability of SLOC and Air Transport

• Based on multiple Pentagon wargames
• One week does not a war make
• Challenges of forward resupply (Darwin)
• Vulnerability of US Regional bases
• Battle of the Atlantic (Pacific) redux
• Telescoping Time to enable long war

• Solitaire mode (Senior Experimentation)
• ‘Bot is US invading Spratley Islands
• Solo player is PRC versus USA AI RoE
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PRC Taiwan Wargame?
• 1973 Arab Israeli War saw a large number studies on Surprise in War

• Intelligence is always resident in the system, just unappreciated 
for what it is or belief that its credible

• Tactical Surprise is usually achieved and preceded by exercises.
• Diagram shows some details of how a PRC blockade would 

operate and has had several reported full scale live exercises.
• In World War II all major invasions were successful.
• PRCs Economic Exclusion Zone is basis for legal Blockade

• Historical Wargame topics regularly deal with Surprise Attack 
scenarios (e.g., Pearl Harbor) with special one-time rules.

• Techniques for breaking a blockade seem important.
• What systems will best deter and repel PRC invasion forces?

• Based on multiple Pentagon wargames
• Wargame needs to look beyond initial ‘shoot out’.
• Precision “at sea” ammunition stocks are a critical variable
• It's an away game, and the PRC is not stupid and has responses
• War outcome likely to be determined by industrial strength and 

political will

Chinese Dialect in diagram is believed PRC not Taiwan origin
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Defiance! Second Russo-Ukrainian War 2022
• Attempt to create a ‘first draft of history’
• Open-Source Research; accurate but not precise
• Nation State Warfare is alive and well.

• Networked information systems
• Industrial scale logistics
• If you are seen, you can be engaged
• Empty Battlefield: Armed Drones integrated with long 

range communications/ lethal fires
• Manportable systems come of age; armor vulnerability
• Modern ADA paradigm shift vs air superiority/ Missiles

• What was old is new again
• History is alive:  Nation State Attrition Warfare
• Quantity still matters: WW1 1914 artillery depleted pre-

war stocks
• 20th Century Warfare alive and well: WW1 trenches,
• Insufficient ordance production: WW1 1915
• Stockpiles cause offensives: WW1 1916: Somme, Verdun
• WWII tactics still work: Defense in depth: Kursk

• Dawn of Robotic Warfare: Drones will integrate with AI
• Terminator Movies? Mark Herman, Studiolo Designs

Kyiv
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Defiance! Game Systems
• Headquarters activation system

• Initiative confers who moves first, sometimes second
• Chaos of Simultaneity: HQ activation via random draw without replacement
• Map & Time scale: 7km/hex, three day turns
• Maneuver elements are battalion scale, discrete Army level indirect fire units
• Combat power measured as a function of strength and morale
• Morale dominates combat outcomes
• Combat Support elements integrated into simulation, e.g., bridging, EW, etc.
• Maneuver allows for movement to contact that if stopped evolves into set 

piece engagements
• Small scale tactics can often dominate larger maneuver formations

• Air superiority is broadly nullified by modern ADA systems
• HQ capabilities evolve from February 2022 in future modules: Drones
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Information Age Public Data Collection

• Information Age open sources allow for 
time stamped, geolocation of smart 
phone battlefield pictures.

• Design team was able to track where 
and what kind of vehicles were 
destroyed.

• This information allowed us to both 
understand when and where the 
heaviest fighting occurred and the 
actual path taken by the Russian 
invasion forces.

• Where the dead vehicles are is where 
the fighting occurred, akin to various TV 
show methodologies such as Battlefield 
Detectives.
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Data Granularity: 
Individual Vehicle by 
Type
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Defiance! Information War
• Strategic Tracks that shift due to map conditions and context.
• Strategic Tracks respond to:

• NATO level of logistic and weapon system support variable that responds to:
• Political Calculation and evolving war weariness
• Russian atrocities and nuclear capabilities
• World Opinion as driven by politics, journalism, and entrenched agendas

• Russian Support for War
• Petroleum Politics; Western and Non-Aligned oil purchases
• Arms market for ordnance and spare parts
• War weariness and poorly understood domestic pressures

• What is Victory?
• Kyiv and Army Status: Does not end war just who was advantaged in March 2022
• Simulation limits conflict to first two months of war
• Regardless of outcome, future modules will continue examining recent history
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How to deal with new player training?

• Two commercial standards have emerged over the last decade:
• Video ‘playthrough’ that both show how a game is played while broadly 

teaching how the game works.
• Solitaire systems that play one side against the player so training and more 

importantly strategy/tactics experimentation can occur in private.
• If you do not worry too much about having ‘movie’ quality 

presentations, most current generation humans know how to do this.
• Solitaire systems, commonly known as ‘Bots can be used for varying 

purposes:
• Visualize enemy warplans, Defiance! Yogi example
• Teach Strategy, Erasumus, Empire of the Sun example
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Solo Bot: Russian: YOGI

• YOGI: How does it work? 
• “When you come to a fork in 

the road, take it”
• E indicates prime Road Exit 

…A1 is the alternative route.
E = SE
A1= SW
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Capturing Human Wargame Decisions
• Human Decisions:

• Strategy Path Forward
• Post wargame, paths taken

• Easy to discuss insights and findings, hard to analyze the process

• Erasmus (Empire of the Sun) designed to make strategy decisions but can be reversed engineered to 
capture decisions made
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Wargame Design Musings
Useful
• Rapid prototyping capabilities
• Rapid ‘off the shelf’ modifications (e.g., Gulf Strike in early hours of Gulf War)
• Detailed rules organically create detailed computer design documents
• Video training playthroughs
• Commercial Organized play (e.g., tournaments)
• Manual Artificial Intelligence (‘Bots)

Challenges
• Player training uneven and difficult without interest
• Misplaced belief in verisimilitude of AI computer simulations
• Difficult to integrate computer simulations with manual processes
• Zero Sum tradeoff of simplicity to value

Questions?
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