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World War II tabletop wargaming represents a sophisticated intersection of historical simulation, mathematical 

probability, and tactical decision-making. Among the various systems developed to recreate the kinetic intensity of 

the 1939-1945 conflict, Bolt Action, published by Warlord Games and authored by industry veterans Rick Priestley 

and Alessio Cavatore, stands as the industry benchmark for platoon-level engagements. Unlike grand-scale 

operational simulations, Bolt Action focuses on the Reinforced Platoon, emphasizing the friction of command, the

psychological impact of suppressed fire, and the high-stakes trade-offs of small-unit tactics.

The Theoretical Framework of Bolt Action Mechanics

To understand Bolt Action from a technical perspective, one must first analyze its core engine, which deviates from 

the traditional "I-Go-You-Go" (IGOUGO) turn structure found in many contemporary wargames. The system is built 

upon a foundation of Stochastic Initiative, governed by the Order Dice mechanic. This system introduces a layer 

of unpredictability that simulates the 'Fog of War' (Nebel des Krieges), a concept famously articulated by Carl von

Clausewitz.

The Reinforced Platoon Structure

The primary unit of organization in Bolt Action is the Reinforced Platoon. This organizational model is grounded in

historical military doctrine, requiring a specific hierarchy for legal gameplay. At its most basic level, a platoon

consists of:

•  Officer (HQ): Usually a Second or First Lieutenant, acting as the command-and-control (C2) hub.

•  Infantry Sections: At least two squads of troops, which form the tactical backbone.

•  Support Elements: Optional attachments such as Machine Gun (MG) teams, Mortars, Anti-Tank (AT) teams, 

and armored vehicles.

This structure allows for a high degree of technical customization while maintaining a semblance of historical 

plausibility. Players must balance point costs(the game's economy) against tactical utility, creating a mathematical

optimization problem during the army list construction phase.

Technical Analysis of Core Game Mechanics

Bolt Action utilizes a D6 (six-sided dice) system to resolve all actions. However, the complexity arises from the

modifiers and the psychological 'Pin' system that influences these rolls. The probability of success in any given

action is governed by a sliding scale of difficulty determined by environmental and tactical variables.

The Order Dice System and Probability

In a standard game, each unit is assigned one Order Die. All dice from both players are placed into an opaque bag. 

When a die is drawn, the player whose color it matches may activate one of their units. This creates a non-

deterministic turn sequence. From a technical standpoint, this means that as the game progresses and units are 

destroyed, the probability of activationshifts dynamically. If Player A has 10 units and Player B has 5, Player A

has a 66.6% chance of drawing the first activation, which provides a significant tactical advantage known as "Alpha



Strike" capability.

The 'Pin' System: Psychological Attrition

One of the most innovative technical aspects of Bolt Action is the Pin Marker mechanic. When a unit is targeted by 

effective fire, it receives a Pin Marker, regardless of whether any models were actually killed. Pin Markers represent 

the degradation of morale and the unit's willingness to follow orders. Mathematically, each Pin Marker applies a -1 

penalty to the unit's Morale Value and a -1 penalty to their To-Hitrolls. This creates a cumulative negative

feedback loop that simulates suppression fire.

Mathematical Resolution of Ranged Combat

Ranged combat is resolved via a sequence of checks. The base "To-Hit" value is 3+. This is then modified by

factors such as:

•  Range: Long range (over half the weapon's maximum distance) adds a -1 penalty.

•  Movement: If the firing unit moved, it incurs a -1 penalty.

•  Cover: Soft cover (hedges, light foliage) is -1; Hard cover (brick walls, bunkers) is -2.

•  Pins: Each pin adds a -1 penalty.

If the modified requirement exceeds 6, the player must roll a 6 followed by a subsequent roll (a "6 followed by a 6"

represents a 1 in 36 chance, simulating extreme luck under fire).

Comparison & Evaluation: Bolt Action vs. Flames of War

A frequent point of comparison in the wargaming community is between Bolt Action and Flames of War(Battlefront

Miniatures). While both cover the same historical period, their technical implementations differ significantly.



Feature Bolt Action Flames of War

Scale 28mm (approx. 1:56) 15mm (approx. 1:100)

Game Scope Platoon Level (30-50 models) Company Level (Massed tanks/
infantry)

Turn Structure Randomized Order Dice (Stochastic) IGOUGO (Fixed Phases)

Suppression Mechanic Cumulative Pin Markers Pinned Down/Bailed Out states

Terrain Interaction Granular (Individual model LoS) Abstracted (Area terrain)

Weaponry and Ballistics: A Technical Breakdown

Weapons in Bolt Action are categorized by their ballistic properties and their Penetration (Pen)values. Small arms,

such as rifles and submachine guns (SMGs), rely on volume of fire, whereas anti-tank weaponry relies on high-

velocity kinetic energy or shaped charges to defeat armor.

Infantry Weaponry Matrix

•  Rifle: Range 24", Shots 1. The standard versatile tool.

•  SMG: Range 12", Shots 2. Excels in Close Quarters Combat (CQC) due to the "Assault" keyword, which 

ignores the movement penalty.

•  LMG (Light Machine Gun): Range 36", Shots 4. Provides long-range suppression but requires a loader model.

Anti-Tank (AT) Mechanics

Armor penetration is calculated by adding the weapon's Pen Value to a D6 roll and comparing it against the 

vehicle's Armor Value (AV). For example, a Medium Tank has an AV of 9+. A Light Anti-Tank Gun (Pen +3) would

need to roll a 6 to damage it (6 + 3 = 9). If the roll equals the AV, the tank is damaged; if it exceeds the AV, the tank

is potentially destroyed. This simple addition/comparison mechanic allows for fast-paced resolution of complex

ballistics.

Field Guide: Step-by-Step Tactical Implementation

Executing a successful operation in Bolt Action requires more than just rolling dice; it requires the application of 

Combined Arms Doctrine. Below is a procedural guide to managing a standard tactical turn.

Phase 1: Order Assignment

1.  Assess the Bag: Calculate the remaining dice in the bag to estimate the probability of your next activation.

2.  Select Order:

    

    Fire: Stationary shooting (no penalty).

3.  Advance: Move and shoot (-1 penalty).

4.  Run: Double move, no shooting.

5.  Ambush: Hold fire for a reactive trigger.

6.  Down: Increase protection (extra -2 to be hit).

7.  Rally: Remove Pin markers (D6 + 1 pins removed).

Phase 2: Movement and Line of Sight (LoS)



Movement is measured in inches. Technical play requires strict adherence to LoS. A unit has LoS if a line can be 

drawn from the head of any model in the firing unit to any part of a model in the target unit. Using True Line of 

Sight(eye-level view from the miniature) is the standard protocol to resolve disputes in dense urban terrain like the

ruins of Stalingrad.

Phase 3: Damage Resolution

After a successful hit, the player rolls to Damage. The required roll is based on the target's Quality:

•  Inexperienced: 3+

•  Regular: 4+

•  Veteran: 5+

This represents the training and resilience of the troops. Veterans are significantly more difficult to kill,

mathematically surviving twice as long as Inexperienced troops under the same volume of fire.

Case Study: Snipers in Stalingrad – Urban Warfare Simulation

The Stalingrad theater offers a unique technical challenge for Bolt Action players. Urban terrain is characterized by 

verticality, dense hard cover, and restricted LoS. The Sniper Team  becomes a critical asset in this environment.

Technical Advantages of Snipers

Snipers ignore several standard modifiers. When using their scope (an Ambush or Fire order), they always hit on a 

3+, ignoring cover, movement, and range penalties. Furthermore, they allow for Exceptional Damage. On a

successful damage roll, the sniper player chooses which model in the target unit is removed. In a technical sense,

this allows for the removal of the enemy's NCO (squad leader) or LMG gunner, triggering further morale penalties

and reducing the unit's fire effectiveness.

Operational Failure Modes in Urban Environments

A common error in urban scenarios is the over-concentration of forces. High Explosive (HE) weapons, such as 

mortars or howitzers, use Templates(1", 2", 3", or 4" circles). In dense buildings, if an HE shell hits, it multiplies the

number of hits based on the template size or the number of models under it. Failure to maintain 1-inch coherency

spacing can result in a single mortar shell wiping out an entire 10-man squad—a catastrophic failure of tactical

spacing.

Advanced Logistics: Building the Army List

Technical mastery of Bolt Action extends to the pre-game phase of list building. Efficiency is measured by the

"Points-per-Shot" or "Survivability-per-Point" ratios. 

The National Special Rules (NSR) Variable

Each nation possesses unique rules that modify the base engine. These must be factored into the technical

evaluation of an army:

•  Germany (Initiative): When an NCO is killed, another soldier takes over on a 4+, preserving the squad's 

leadership.

•  United States (Fire and Maneuver): No penalty for moving and firing with rifles and BARs, significantly 

increasing tactical mobility.

•  Soviet Union (Quantity has a Quality of its own): Receives one free 12-man Inexperienced rifle squad, tilting 

the activation dice economy in their favor.



•  Great Britain (Bombardment): Can call in a preliminary artillery strike with higher reliability, disrupting the 

enemy's deployment.

Integration and Maintenance: The Hobby Aspect

Beyond the rules, the technical writer must acknowledge the physical integration of the game. Bolt Action uses 

28mm miniatures, which require assembly and painting. The integration of Historical Accuracy versus Tabletop 

Aestheticsis a constant balance. Using 1:56 scale vehicles ensures compatibility with the infantry models,

maintaining the visual integrity of the simulation.

Tabletop Terrain Engineering

For an optimal technical experience, terrain should cover approximately 25-33% of the board. This ensures that

long-range weapons do not dominate the game and that infantry has the opportunity to utilize fire-and-move tactics.

The use of "Area Terrain" (defined zones like woods) versus "Linear Terrain" (walls) must be clearly defined before

the first die is rolled to prevent procedural errors during the game.

Executive Synthesis: The Strategic Value of Simulation

Bolt Action transcends simple entertainment by functioning as a high-fidelity tactical simulation of World War II

combat. Its reliance on the Order Dice system introduces a realistic level of command friction, while the Pin system

accurately models the psychological reality of the battlefield. By focusing on the platoon level, the game highlights

the importance of individual unit roles—the synergy between the suppressive fire of a machine gun and the

flanking maneuver of a rifle squad.

The mathematical rigor of the D6 system, modified by environmental and morale factors, provides a robust

framework for testing tactical theories. Whether analyzing the urban attrition of Stalingrad or the mobile warfare of

North Africa, the technical architecture of Bolt Action remains consistent, providing players with a reliable, scalable,

and deeply strategic wargaming experience. As the hobby evolves with new editions and theater books, the core

principles of stochastic initiative and psychological suppression continue to define the standard for historical

tabletop simulation.
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