        Winter War: A Soviet Combined Arms Operation Variant

By Rev. Jack A. Werth

          As published in Moves magazine issue number 61 (February-March 1991)
SPI’s Winter War, designed by James F. Goff, pits the massive Soviet Army against the small military forces of Finland. The Russo-Finnish conflict (November 1939 – March 1940) should have been a “cake-walk” for the Soviets but it turned into a terrible nightmare. The Finnish patriotism and strong defensive positions made the Soviet assault a very costly one. No doubt the ineptness of the Russian army in this campaign made Hitler believe that a German invasion of Russia would easily succeed. However, the valuable defensive lessons the Soviets learned from the Finns in the Winter War would help bring about the defeat of the German war machine.

Winter War is an interesting and exciting little game but recognised as rather biased in favour of the Finns. In an effort to make the game more balanced and historically accurate plus add some tactical flavour, I suggest a new rule involving Soviet combined arms operations. Historically, early Soviet tactics in the war allowed the Finns to destroy the Russian forces in a piecemeal fashion. There was a total lack of coordination between armour, infantry and artillery. As James Goff notes in his article on the Winter War in Strategy & Tactics #33:

When the war began, the Soviets believed that their armoured superiority would shatter any Finnish defences. They sent tanks into battle en masse unsupported by infantry. These tactics caused many tanks to be overrun by Finnish infantry and destroyed or bogged down. The Soviets responded to this failure by sending masses of infantry into battle unsupported by tanks. But this didn’t work either, because the Finns delivered heavy, accurate, fire which turned the Soviet assaults into bloodbaths resembling the First World War. (Winter War; p.33)

Even the Soviet’s best arm, the artillery, was wasted in useless area barrages which did little harm to the Finns. Finally the Soviets developed the tactic of combined arms operations. Better coordinated between infantry, armour, and artillery eventually led to success even against the Mannerheim line.
The following new rule allows the Soviet player to follow in the footsteps of his historical counterpart and apply combined arms operations against the Finns. The new Soviet advantages are subtle and therefore the Finns will retain a slight edge. The new rule will have little effect in the North, but provides the Soviets a slightly better chance against the fortified lines in the South. The +1 modification to the die roll for armour and artillery takes the lethal sting out of 1:1 attacks. The free stacking of artillery allows a more potent Soviet assault late in the game just as it occurred historically in the final months of the real conflict.
                 Soviet Combined Arms Operations
1. Whenever armour or artillery is combined with infantry in an attack, the Soviet player has the option of adding 1 to the die roll for that attack. A modified die roll of 6 remains a 6. This option must be claimed before the die is rolled.

2. A Soviet artillery unit may stack freely with armour and/or infantry units without violating stacking limits in any hex on or south of row A. However, no more than one artillery unit per hex may stack freely. Once a hex contains two artillery units it has reached its stacking limit.
3. Whenever armour, artillery and infantry are all combined in an attack, the Soviet player receives an increased odds ratio for that attack. The odds column is shifted one column to the right (i.e. a 2:1 attack is now resolved as a 3:1 attack).

The Soviet player should carefully use his four armoured units, especially his 5-3-3. They will be most vulnerable after an exchange leaves them alone in a hex adjacent to a fortified line. The Finnish player should be alert to take advantage of exposed armoured units and quickly destroy them. A Soviet artillery unit can be stacked with two 20-12-2 infantry units making any assault against the best defended fortified line a 1:1 attack with the +1 bonus. This combination is great for a soak off against the middle two hexes of the Mannerheim line. Artillery units are more valuable than armour and the decision to either remove artillery or strong infantry (20-12-2’s) on an exchange can be a crucial decision. As the Finns weaken the Soviets can then combine all their arms to gain a column shift against them.
As a final note, I suggest that players change the Special Events Table result “K” to read as follows: “The Finnish player may call a cease fire at the conclusion of the next game turn (prior to the scenario die roll) if he desires. If so the game ends in a draw.” It seems rather unrealistic to believe that the Finns could actually be the winners in any cease fire compromise. In the game, this is the Finns “ace in the hole.”

I hope you enjoy the new rule and find Winter War springing to life in a new way.
