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H.G. Wells around the time of Little Wars



INTRODUCTION

Herbert George Wells (1866-1946) is rare

among science fiction writers — and

virtually unique among wargame designers

— in that he was both wildly successful and

recognized as a genius during his life and

long after his death alike. Wells published

Little Wars in 1913 (Frank Palmer, London),

following the financial success bestowed

upon him by now-classic science fiction

works like The Time Machine (1895), The

Invisible Man (1897), and The War of the

Worlds (1898).

The fact that Wells wrote and published

Little Wars at all demonstrates a

commitment to the concept of wargaming,

and his execution of it reveals both his keen

sense of humor and his ability as a game

designer. And his devotion to the concepts



in this book can be apprehended by the

observant in other works with no apparent

connection to wargaming (e.g., in the 1936

film Things to Come — for which Wells

wrote the screenplay and consulted during

production — some of the characters can

be observed near the beginning looking at

toy soldiers and models, including the

spring-loaded 4.7-inch artillery pieces he

describes in this book).

Unfortunately, I was not familiar with

these rules in the early 1980s, when my

friend George Sieretski and I began to

develop what eventually came to be known

as the Skirmish miniatures wargaming rules.

It is amazing how many of the technical

problems we struggled to overcome that

Wells anticipated and addressed in Little

Wars, and how useful a copy of it would

have been to us. It is also interesting to
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contemplate just how much influence the

author had on the efforts that followed his

own and to note how many of Wells’

innovations have parallels in more recent

wargames (e.g., his methods for the secret

disposition of forces versus those used in

the classic Avalon Hill wargame Squad

Leader).

Some of Wells’ gaming mechanics are

truly timeless and Little Wars is, at its core,

a very fun and playable war game, and we

have thus republished it for more than just

its historical interest. We like Well’s rules

so much, in fact, that we have used them as

the jumping-off point for a system of fantasy

wargaming rules that we have dubbed H.G.

Wells’ Little Orc Wars, substituting working

catapults for the spring-loaded cannons of

Wells’ era. We are also planning on revising

and republishing the Skirmish wargaming
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rules — which we originally published in

the late 1990s and which provided the

inspiration for the name of our publishing

company — to incorporate a number of the

great author’s concepts from Little Wars.

While Wells’ work remains popular to

this day, he is sometimes unjustly derided

by the more conservative-or hawkish-for

having been a pacifist and Little Wars was

indeed a warning against the impending

conflict that many contemporary Europeans

feared. By 1913, however, military

technology had reached a level of lethality

that threatened to make warfare between

industrialized nations a zero-sum game

bordering on apocalypse, as demonstrated

by the Great War that broke out the year

following the release of Little Wars. Failure

of the victorious nations to either conclude

a just peace with the defeated powers or
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preserve a League of Nations, however,

sowed the seeds for the even more

destructive world war that followed just a

few decades later. Concrete concerns like

survival of the species certainly motivated

the great author as much as abstract concepts

like pacifism.

How Wells would have felt about

modern conflict, which frequently shares

more similarities to the colonial wars of the

Victorian era into which he was born than

to anything presaged by the great conflicts

he witnessed, is an open question. We do

know, however, that he saw the “tin murder”

of wargaming as a healthy alternative to real

warfare.

“Great War is at present, I am convinced,

not only the most expensive game in the

universe, but it is a game out of all

proportion,” he writes in his conclusion to



Little Wars. “Not only are the masses of men

and material and suffering and

inconvenience too monstrously big for

reason, but-the available heads we have for

it, are too small.”

Wells may not be far off the mark and,

while I am not myself a pacifist, I do believe

that if real people must die it should be for

a real cause. It is certainly a fair bet that

Wells would have been dispirited by the

seemingly endless conflicts of our own era

and seen straight through their meaningless

wastage of human life to the economic

interests many of them serve (a

perceptiveness that has sometimes led to his

being branded a “communist”).

Attitudes toward war aside, culturally

sensitive readers — not to mention those

who are downright politically correct —

cannot fail to notice Wells’ jabs at what was
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once known as “the fairer sex,” beginning

in the subtitle of the book and continuing

right through to the end. In his defense,

however, it would be unfair to judge the

author by the standards of any age but his

own, and in Edwardian England, men and

women really were bred to be species apart.

Wells does recognize a “more intelligent

sort of girl” who, even in his age, was drawn

to books and games of this ilk, and would

doubtless appreciate the proliferation of

such girls in our own era. Just as those who

are intelligent and educated recognize that

Huckleberry Finn is not a racist manifesto,

so too will discriminating readers of Little

Wars see that it is not a handbook on

misogyny.

This edition of Little Wars is somewhat

larger and more lavish than the one we

began publishing in 2004, and includes all



of the text and art that appeared in the in

the 1913 first edition of the book. These

include the cover art, more than 200 line

drawings that were originally printed in red

ink, and 19 black-and-white photographs,

along with their captions

All of the of the photographs in this

volume are credited in its Chapter IV to an

“A.C.W.” (almost certainly Wells’ second

wife, Amy Catherine Wells, whom he

married in 1895 and with whom he was

fortunate to work on Little Wars, just as I

am fortunate to visit it with my own wife,

Diane Kay Varhola). Interestingly, many of

the block buildings depicted in these

photographs are, to me, evocative of what I

imagine the “Morlock architecture” of The

Time Machine would look like, and so

perhaps they were to Wells, too.
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All of the line drawings in the main body

of this book were rendered by a J.R. Sinclair.

Some of the more whimsical among these

include a number depicting a mustachioed,

hawknosed commander, who is uncannily

reminiscent of Wells himself. Line drawings

in the Introduction and Foreword to this

edition of Little Wars include both

illustrations by Sinclair from H.G. Wells’

Floor Games, a proto-roleplaying game text

that Skirmisher Publishing LLC has also

republished, and illustrations drawn by

George Sieretski for inclusion in Little Orc

Wars.

It is ironic that the image that appears

on cover of the original book — reproduced

on the cover of this edition — should depict

the soldiers of a Western power arrayed

against forces rallied beneath the crescent
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moon of Islam, a reminder that history does,

indeed, repeat itself.

A special feature of this version of Little

Wars is the foreword by wargaming giant

Gary Gygax (1938 – 2008), a man whose

expertise in this field is equaled only by his

generosity of spirit. His primary claim to

fame is creation of the Dungeons &

Dragons fantasy roleplaying game, which

grew out of the Chainmail medieval and

fantasy tabletop miniatures rules he

published in 1971. Whether or not great

minds think alike, they do tend to have

respect for each others’ accomplishments.

It should thus not be surprising to find that

a great writer like Wells was a significant

influence on a great game designer like

Gygax, as he reveals in his foreword. His

own contributions to our industry — not to

mention his friendship — will be sorely missed.
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And, just as Gygax honored the author

of this book and carried the game design

tradition forward in his own work, so shall

we in ours.

Michael J. Varhola

Springfield, Virginia

May 2008
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FOREWORD

Being offered the honor of writing this

introductory piece was something

impossible for me to refuse. Not only am I

a fan of the science fiction works of H.G.

Wells, but I am also a military miniatures

buff familiar with his wargaming rules, the

material contained in this book, Little Wars.

Furthermore, and as icing on the cake,

is that Isaac Asimov, an author I much

admired, wrote the forward to the 1970

reprint of this book. Isaac and I were going

to be collaborators on a series of books

based on a science fiction feature film, but

the movie never got into production. By

writing this prefatory essay, I am following

in Isaac’s footsteps, so to speak, and paying

him homage in posthumous fashion.

When defending the hobby of playing
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military miniatures games, I have often

quoted or paraphrased Wells’ statements —

as I do now — regarding the fact that

miniature soldiers leave no widows and

orphans, and that if more people were busy

fighting little wars, they might not be

involved in fighting big ones.

There is no question that Wells wrote a

ground-breaking work when he penned

Little Wars, which started the hobby of

military miniatures war-gaming. Had World

War I not come hard on the heels of its first

publication in 1913, military miniatures

game play might have gained a far larger

audience than it did back then.

As it was, the big war made interest in

the book about little ones virtually

disappear. For years, Little Wars was known

only to a select few, mainly military

miniatures gamers in the United Kingdom.
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Their pursuit and development of the hobby

was considerable, but details of that activity

remained relatively obscure elsewhere.

My own experience with creating rules

for wargaming began inauspiciously. I had

no idea of the existence of Little Wars or

the military miniatures gaming hobby back

in the early 1950s, when my friend Don

Kaye and I thought we could devise rules

for playing with toy soldiers — my

extensive collection of World War II

figurines and tank models, and the many 54

mm Britons figurines from varying periods

I had collected since that war had ended.

Unlike the wise Wells — who used

toothpick missiles when he fired his

miniature artillery pieces — we employed

ladyfinger firecrackers, fuses lit, and those

explosives proved to be detrimental to the

toy soldiers. Casualties were high!



Worse still, our combat system — a

coin flip — turned out to be even less

satisfactory. It was boring. As typical of

teenage boys, we gave up on the idea rather

than trying other methods of resolving

small arms fire and hand-to-hand combat.

The toy soldiers were stored away, and we

went on to other games. What a revelation

it was when another friend loaned me his

copy of Little Wars in the late 1960s. By

that time, I was a board wargame devotee

and I had played a few tabletop games with

military miniatures. To read the rules the

author had established for resolving

combat made me want to slap my forehead

because we had not thought of them. What

a joy it was to see the pictures of grown

men in suits, with collars and ties, crawling

about on the floor amidst toy soldiers as

my friends and I had done as boys.
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No wonder, then, that the book Wells

wrote managed to create a whole new hobby

in the face of the Great War and its

aftermath. Nothing would do but playing the

original wargame as set forth in the book.

This was accomplished with fellow game

hobbyist — and thereafter a two-time co-

author with me of military miniatures rules

books — Jeff Perren. Jeff and I fought

several battles, and his accuracy with

toothpick artillery rounds proved

devastating. Even in defeat I loved the game.

Consequently, Little Wars influenced my

development of both the Chainmail

miniatures rules and the Dungeons &

Dragons fantasy roleplaying game. For

example, it established the concept of a burst

radius for cannon rounds, an idea that was

translated into both the Chainmail catapult

missile diameters and the areas of effect for
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Fireballs in D&D. Wells’ shooting/melee

rules were simple but not particularly

realistic, however, so wargamers soon

developed more detailed means for

resolving such combat, and I used the later

developments in the hobby in those regards.

Beyond Little Wars, Wells’ treatment of

subterranean humans in the Time Machine

certainly reinforced my concepts of

underground adventure areas other than

dungeons (as did Jules Verne’s Journey to

the Center of the Earth and a number of later

works of imaginative fiction).

While military miniatures rules have

come a long way since Little Wars was first

published in 1913, the simple game

presented in this book remains an

unquestionably enjoyable one. Furthermore,

when you read the work you will see that

its basic concepts remain in many of today’s
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games. This book will give you the

knowledge that there is strong fellowship

between Wells and his wargaming

companions and the military miniatures

gamers of today. I predict that 100 years

from now, readers will experience the same

warm feeling across the centuries.

There is nothing more I can say — other

than to enjoy your ride in this gaming time

machine!

Gary Gygax

Lake Geneva, Wisconsin

March 2004
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Originally written in 1913 by one of the greatest science
fiction authors, this is a reprint of the book that gained H.G.
Wells the title “Father of Modern Wargaming.” Little Wars
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• Introduction by publisher Michael J. Varhola that discusses the
relevance of this book both when it was originally published and now.
• Clear, authoritative, and entertaining text that reveals both the great
mind and the sense of humor possessed by one of the world’s greatest
science fiction authors.
• A complete miniatures wargame system that can be played as-is or
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• 20 black-and-white photographs, 19 of them from an original 1913
edition of Little Wars.
• More than 200 line drawings from the 1913 edition of the book,
shown here in red just as they were in the original.
• Original illustrations for the Foreword and Introduction by artist
George Sierestski.

This download includes both low-resolution screen-friendly and
high-resolution printer-friendly versions of both the book and its cover.

SKP E 0804SKP E 0804SKP E 0804SKP E 0804SKP E 0804 wwwwwwwwwwwwwww.skir.skir.skir.skir.skirmishermishermishermishermisher.com.com.com.com.com $5.99$5.99$5.99$5.99$5.99


