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My vision is a bit blurry 
at the moment, no 
doubt the result of 

snatched late-night painting 
sessions that I have come to 
see as a bit of relaxation from 
the pressures of running the 
magazine. While everyone 
else in the street is snoring 
happily, there I am, 000 
sable in hand, dabbing 
gently at miniatures gripped 

so tightly that they leave dimples in my fingers.
But last night, my fellow residents of Granville Road must 

have awoken as one at about 2am. Personally, I blame Sean 
Pereira at Newline Designs, whose miniature metal marvels 
have been the subject of my attention these last several 
weeks. You see, I’ve taken it upon myself to collect enough 
of his 20mm beauties not just to re-invigorate my interest 
in the Napoleonic period, but to field the entire French and 
Allied armies for Salamanca. This is not, as I’m sure you 
will understand, an overnight ambition, so don’t expect the 
invitation card to pop through your letterboxes just yet. 
For starters, I need Sean to finish his Peninsula range!

Now, we’ve all been there, haven’t we, staring so 
intently at our little production-line battalions as we 
duly go through the prescribed Dallimore three-colour 
process of shadow colour, main colour, highlight colour, 
that on occasion we can overlook the completely obvious. 
Which is why, in the middle of the night, I actually 
uttered a scream when I realised that in my stupor, I had 
painted the jacket skirt turnbacks on the 44th Foot (Essex 
Regiment) their facing colour yellow. “As any fule kno”, as 
Molesworth in Down With Skule would have said, they 
should be white, not yellow. “Aaaaaarrrrrggggghhhhh!” 
I screamed, “I don’t believe it!” hoping that adding that 
last Victor Meldrew touch might convey to my rudely-
awakened fellow citizens just quite how annoyed I was.

This experience has led to the creation of a number of 
axioms. First, check twice, paint once. Secondly, Napoleonic 
uniforms are more fiddly than I remembered; perhaps, in 
the old days, I just didn’t care so much when I was slopping 
Humbrol enamels onto boxloads of Airfix plastics. And 
thirdly, collect egg boxes. That last one might throw you a 
bit, but I’m told they make eggcelent soundproofing material 
which, at this rate, I’m going to need on a regular basis.

Meanwhile, enjoy the magazine which, with this issue, 
completes its first year. Hurrah to us and thanks to you!
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Hexes – they’re a bit like Marmite really. Let me 
explain... I’ve always liked the idea of using 
hexagon-based terrain in figure games. I like 

the simplicity and lack of ambiguity offered by some 
boardgames, and there are some boardgames that I’d 
love to play with the spectacle of a figure game.

But it seems to me that hexed terrain has never really 
caught on. Well, except for naval, aerial and space combat 
games, where the use of hex grids is quite common, but 
I’m talking about games where terrain is significant, so air, 
sea and space are excluded. It’s only occasionally that you 
see a figure game using hexes in a magazine or at a show.

The big barrier – certainly for me – has been that 
making suitable and robust hexagonal terrain can be time-
consuming and difficult. But today there are a number of 
commercial systems available that make it much easier to 
do. So, I’ve finally taken the plunge, and I thought I’d share 
the results with you – the possibilities and advantages 
that hex systems offer, along with their drawbacks.

USING A HEXAGON-BASED TERRAIN SYSTEM
You can use hexagonal terrain just as a modular terrain 
system. Indeed, the cover of Battlegames Issue 2 shows 
just such an example! Now you can build your own 
hexes, which obviously allows you to choose your 
desired material, hex size and configuration. But it is 
a lot of work, and the trick is to produce accurate and 
consistent-sized hexes. Even a small error in your basic 
template will magnify as you lay the hexes together.

If we turn instead to commercial systems, 
there are currently three contenders:
• Total System Scenic’s Hex300. These are “...high-

density polystyrene tiles covered with a coarse surface 
coating then flocked in verdant green”, just like their 
square brethren. A full hex measures 300mm/12” 
from side to side. (Geo-Hex was a similar system to 
Hex300, but is no longer in production and seems to 
be very difficult to find even second-hand now.)

• GHQ’s Terrain Maker®. This is “...a geomorphic 
wargaming terrain system based on double-density 
Styrofoam hexes that measure four inches across”. 
The hexes are available in different heights and you 
can cut, sculpt, model, flock and combine them to 

I’ll put a hex on you
Using hexagon-based terrain systems in figure games

by Adrian Hussey

An 1814 Napoleonic battle in progress on the author’s Hexon terrain, showing the basic terrain boards, with overlaid hills and road network. 
№te that units face hex vertices rather than hexsides and the infantry lines and gun batteries occupy two hexes. Photo by Richard Ellis.
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collection of rule sets, including “Afriboria” for Darkest 
Africa, and others for border reivers, pirates, ACW and 
Napoleonic. Kallistra offer “Hordes and Heroes” for 
massed fantasy battles. “Hex Command” is a generic 
system that offers multiple period-variants including 
ancients, gunpowder, mechanized and future. It’s worth 
looking at any free ruleset, even if it’s not for a period or 
scale you’re interested in, to see what ideas other rules 
writers have on how to make use of the hex grid.

Alternatively, you can convert a set of 
ordinary figure rules to use hexes, or convert 
a hex-based boardgame to use figures.

Why use hexes instead of a tape measure?
Hexes remove ambiguity. Wargamers are human – can you, 
hand on heart, say that you’ve never seen a dispute in a game 
about whether, for example, a unit was or wasn’t in charge 
reach, or whether a potentially decisive cavalry charge hit 
its target in front or flank, or that you’ve never questioned 
(out loud or under your breath) your opponent’s rather 
liberal interpretation of a 6” move? This sort of ambiguity 
is usually resolved amicably and with a certain degree of 
banter, but on occasion it can cause acrimony and friction, 
to the detriment of the game and the evening’s enjoyment. 
Hexes remove this potential source of friction very cleanly. 
It’s always perfectly clear if a unit is in charge reach, or if 
a charge hits front or flank. However, if you play with the 
type of player who would willingly try and move a unit 
four hexes when it can only move three, I can but suggest 
that a change of opponent may be your best option...

Hexes also make life simpler. I’ve had enough mental 
gymnastics by the end of my working day, so I don’t want any 
unnecessary complexity during the game. Now I wouldn’t 
claim that using hexes solves everything. If your firing, 
mêlée and morale procedures are complex, they’ll be just the 
same using hexes, but some things do become less taxing.

For example, line-of-sight is particularly easy to 
adjudicate. Trace a straight line between the centre 
of the observing hex and the centre of the hex being 
observed. If the line crosses through any part of a hex 
containing obstructing terrain, it’s blocked. If it goes 
along the edge of a clear hex and a blocked hex, it’s 
blocked. Otherwise you can see the target hex.

Flank attacks are similarly unambiguous. A unit has 
defined front, flank and rear hexes – if a unit attacks 
through or shoots through a flank or rear hex, it’s a 
flank or rear attack. If not, it’s a frontal attack.

Lastly, hexes make moving, measuring ranges and 
so on quicker and simpler – no need to stretch the 
tape, just count the hexes. It doesn’t sound like much, 
but it’s surprising what a difference that makes.

All this adds up to a noticeable increase in the speed in 
which you can play a move, and a reduction in the mental 
energy needed to do so. That means you get more moves 
in, which in turn means more chance of getting a result 
from the game, and you have more energy to focus on the 
game situation, rather than the game mechanics. Hoowah!

So what’s the catch?
OK, it’s not all a bed of roses with hexes, otherwise 
we’d all have been using them for the last 30 years 
and there would be no point in me writing this! 
Using hexes involves inherent compromises.

build pretty much any landscape you can think of.
• Kallistra’s Hexon™ II uses 10cm hexes “...precision 

moulded in High Impact Polystyrene”. The basic 
unit is a six-hex board, which is supplemented by 
a wide range of hills, slopes, roads, rivers, single 
hexes and so on. Boards are available ready-flocked 
in green or brown, or in plain brown or black 
polystyrene that you can decorate as you choose.
I’ve chosen to use Hexon, but each system has its 

advantages and disadvantages. The sort of things you want to 
consider when deciding which (if any) system suits you are:
• Flexibility: All hex systems allow you to create more 

flexible layouts than ‘traditional’ 2’ or 3’ terrain 
boards, simply because the basic unit – the hex 
– is smaller. Terrain Maker offers the ultimate in 
this respect. It’s also easy to build custom modules 
– e.g. La Haye Sainte – using just the number of hexes 
required, instead of having to use an entire board.

• Storage: Again, because of their size, hex boards take 
up less storage space than traditional terrain boards. 
Hexon is particularly space-efficient, because the 
boards are designed to stack on top of each other. 
A single 12” by 10” by 10” box of boards provides 
enough Hexon to cover 4’ by 3’ of table. This is a big 
plus for me, as space is at a premium in my house.

• Durability: Hex300 and Terrain Maker are both 
‘traditional’ polystyrene and therefore suffer from 
the fragility of that medium. Treat them carefully 
and they’ll last, but dents, bumps and broken corners 
are unavoidable. Hexon scores heavily on this count, 
as it’s virtually unbreakable by comparison.

• Aesthetics: One downside of hexes being 
smaller than square boards is that the grid is 
more noticeable – and obviously more so with 
Terrain Maker or Hexon than with Hex300.

• Cost: None of the commercial hex systems are exactly 
cheap, but relatively, I don’t think they work out any 
more expensive than any other terrain system. Obviously, 
the bigger your table and the more flexibility you want 
in the type of terrain you can build, the higher the cost. 
As an example, my own Hexon system currently gives 
me enough tiles to do a base 6’ by 4’ table, and I’ve 
bought hills, slopes and road sections to complement 
it. Overall it’s probably cost me around £250 so far, 
but I expect to get many years of play out of it.

• Setup time: Whilst it obviously takes longer to set up 
any of these hexed systems than it does to set up 2’ by 
2’ boards, I find you can lay out a Hexon system pretty 
quickly, and I suspect the same is true of Hex300. Terrain 
Maker, on the other hand, will require considerable 
setup time, and takes more effort to ensure that the 
hexes don’t shift in the course of normal play – this 
is the price of its complete flexibility. One way round 
this would be to make hex boards (of any desired 
size) by glueing the individual hexes together.

USING A HEXAGON-BASED RULE SYSTEM
Now, if your table has a hex-grid, why not make use of 
it in your rules? There are three ways of doing this.

Firstly, and most easily, you can use or adapt a ruleset 
that’s specifically written to use hexes. There are already 
quite a number of these freely available on the web. For 
example, the Tin Soldiers of Antwerp club have a growing 
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One of the most significant problems is that you can 
only differentiate movement and ranges in hexagon-sized 
chunks, rather than in inches or centimeters. Similarly, units 
can only wheel in 60 degree increments (i.e. one hexside).

For example, I have converted General de Brigade (my 
preferred Napoleonic ruleset) to use hexes. In these rules, 
infantry lines move 10cm, columns 15cm and cavalry lines 
20cm. Converting on the basis of one hex = 10cm, infantry 
and cavalry line moves become a straightforward one and 
two hexes, but what do you with the infantry column, which 
by straight conversion becomes 1½ hexes? Round it down 
and you now have infantry columns and lines moving at 
the same speed. Round it up and columns move as fast as 
cavalry. Hmm... Okay, you say, let’s use a one hex = 5cm 
conversion instead. Move distances now resolve nicely to 
two, three and four hexes respectively – but you’ve just 
doubled all your movement allowances and ranges, and so 
effectively halved your table size! My current solution is to 
give columns more manoeuvrability by allowing them to 
move one hex and change facing (i.e. wheel) by one hexside, 
whereas a line can only move one hex or change facing by 
one hexside. In addition, lines can only charge one hex but 
columns can charge two. I’m not fully convinced yet that 
it’s the right solution, only more playtest games will tell.

Move reductions for difficult terrain or crossing obstacles 
can present a similar problem: you can reduce a 10cm move 
to 5cm but you can’t reduce a single hex move to a half hex.

Questions of this sort will crop up with any conversion. 
To resolve them, you have to look at the overall impact 
on the game rather than on the specific conversion. For 
example, is it significant to the play of the game whether 
lines and columns move at different speeds, or columns 
and cavalry? You start out by trying to do a straight 
conversion, but end up producing an adaptation that 
seeks to retain the original flavour of the rules whilst 
working with the compromises imposed by the hex grid.

CONVERTING FIGURE GAMES TO USE HEXES
There are a number of existing rulesets that have obvious 
potential for conversion to hex-based sets. For example:
• Peter Pig’s Poor Bloody Infantry WW2 skirmish 

set. These already use a grid system, in this case of 6” 
squares. They may even work better on hexes – you 
simply drop the rules on diagonal movement. The 
only other issue I can see is that you can physically 
get more models in a 6” square than in a 4” hex. That 
could impact the amount of firepower a square can 
generate, or the impact of area-effect weapons like 
mortars. So that might affect the tactical play of the 
game. (Of course, the rules are intended for 15mm 
figures, so using 10mm instead might resolve this 
one!) I’ve yet to try it, but it’s certainly on my list.

• For DBA/DBx enthusiasts, the French magazine Vae 
Victis produced an adaptation of DBM to a hex-based 
boardgame called Champs de Bataille (CdB). The 
CdB rules are available on the web, both in the original 
French and in English translation, and can provide a 
useful starting point. Essentially, a DBx element occupies 
a hex – pushbacks become a hex, flank support is the 
adjacent hex rather than base contact, and so on. If 
you use 4” hexes and (for 15mm) double-size, 80mm 
width elements, you can translate this back into a 
miniatures game. As for the visual impact, I can already 

hear the distant rumblings of Pete Berry of Baccus 
advocating the use of 6mm figures on these double-
sized element bases, giving you a visually compelling 
game coupled with the simplicity and clarity of hexes.

• Alternatively, Vis Bellica and Basic Impetus similarly 
use 80mm wide bases, or for Napoleonics both Volley 
and Bayonet or Grande Armée use 3” bases. Chipco’s 
fast play sets like Days of Knights or Le Petit Empereur 
use DB-like concepts and small armies. All of these are 
potentially suitable starting points for conversions.
Now I must point out that I’ve not actually 

converted any of these sets myself – yet. So far, my 
conversion attempts amount to two sets: the already 
mentioned General de Brigade, and my own set 
for the Italian wars of the early 16th century.

Things to consider
If you’re thinking of converting a particular 
ruleset, here are a few things to consider to 
help you decide how suitable they are:
• The physical size of your table, which determines how 

many hexes you have to play with. For example, if you 
use 4” hexes, a 6’ a 4’ table will give you roughly 18 by 
12 hexes, depending on which way you lay them. You 
need to set move distances and ranges accordingly. 

• Unit size – how many hexes can a unit occupy? Are unit 
sizes fixed or variable? Do you remove casualties? How 
many units can occupy a hex? Life is much easier if a 
unit only ever occupies one hex, and if a hex can only 
ever contain one unit. However, this is quite restrictive, 
and many rulesets just won’t accommodate such a 
restriction. For example, General de Brigade is a 1:20 
scale battalion-level set, giving average battalion sizes 
of 32-36 figures, and I use 15mm figures. This means 
that columns can occupy a single hex, but infantry 
lines, cavalry regiments and artillery batteries have 
to occupy two, and in some cases even three hexes. 
The rules conversion has to take account of this.

• Physical figure scale can be a factor. Obviously, you 
can get a lot more 6mm figures than 25mm figures in 
a hex. By using a smaller figure scale than you would 
use for the tape-based rules, you might be able to avoid 
some of the multi-hex unit problems described above. 
Conversely, converting DBA-type games might actually 
work better by moving to 25mm, and giving full scope 
to your artistic bent to make diorama-style ‘elements’.

• Do you run rivers and streams along the sides of 
hexes or through the middle? I favour hexsides, as 
there is no ambiguity then about, for example, which 
side of a stream a unit is on, but it does give you some 
limitations on how to physically represent them.
Front, flanks and rear are important concepts in most 

tactical-level rules. It’s easy to define these for a unit in 
a hex, but the way that you do it has implications for the 
rules, as the following photographs show. A unit can either 
face a hexside, in which case it has three front, two flank 
and one rear hex; or it can face a hex vertex, in which case 
it has two front, two flank and two rear hexes. Note that 
this determines which way you want to lay out the hex 
rows on your table – with the rows facing the players or 
parallel to them (as shown in the photo of the game at the 
beginning of this article). If a unit can occupy more than 
one hex and you want it to be able to form line, or if you 




