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The intersection of historical philosophy and modern ludology is perhaps nowhere more evident than in Martin 

Wallace’s seminal 2011 release, A Few Acres of Snow. The title itself is a historical provocation, derived from the 

dismissive quote by the French philosopher Voltaire regarding the North American colonies. To understand the 

game, one must first understand the geopolitical cynicism that birthed its name. In his 1759 satire Candide, Voltaire 

famously wrote: "Vous savez que ces deux nations sont en guerre pour quelques arpents de neige vers le Canada, 

et qu'elles dépensent pour cette belle guerre beaucoup plus que tout le Canada ne vaut"(You know that these two

nations are at war over a few acres of snow near Canada, and that they are spending on this fine war much more

than all Canada is worth).

This technical analysis explores how Wallace translated Voltaire’s observation of a "war of attrition over worthless

land" into a groundbreaking deck-building wargame. We will dissect the structural mechanics, the mathematical

implications of deck thinning, the asymmetrical faction design, and the historical simulations that define the struggle

between the British and French empires in the 18th-century North American theater.

The Theoretical Framework: Deck-Building as Logistics

In most deck-building games prior to 2011, such as Dominion, the deck represented an abstract engine of wealth 

or victory points. A Few Acres of Snow fundamentally redefined the genre by using the deck to represent 

logistics, geography, and human resources. In this system, every card in a player’s hand is not merely an action;

it is a physical location or a specific capability (military, economic, or diplomatic) that must be transported through a

network of connected nodes.

The Dual-Function Card System

The core innovation of the game lies in its multi-use cards. A location card, such as Boston or Quebec, serves

three distinct technical functions:

•  As a Destination: It allows the player to settle an adjacent territory.

•  As a Resource: It provides a specific symbol (e.g., a boat, a wagon, or money) required to perform actions 

elsewhere.

•  As a Tactical Asset: It provides defensive or offensive strength during a siege.

This creates a persistent opportunity cost dilemma. Using a card for its resource symbol means you cannot use

it to settle or move to that specific location this turn cycle. This mimics the historical reality of 18th-century warfare,

where a garrison at one fort could not simultaneously be used to provide supplies to a distant frontier outpost.

Asymmetrical Faction Analysis: British Hegemony vs. French Agility

The game is a masterclass in asymmetrical design. While both players share the same core ruleset, their starting

decks and available card pools dictate vastly different operational strategies. The technical divergence is

summarized in the table below:



Feature British Empire (Red) French Empire (Blue)

Economic Engine High. Access to the "Merchant" and 
"Trader" cards for rapid gold 
generation.

Moderate/Low. Relies heavily on fur 
trading and "Coureurs des Bois."

Military Doctrine Conventional warfare. Heavy reliance 
on "Regulars" and "Grenadiers."

Guerrilla warfare. Dominance in 
"Native American" alliances and 
"Raiding."

Geography Coastal concentration. High-density 
settlement potential in New England.

Linear river expansion. Stretched thin 
along the St. Lawrence and Great 
Lakes.

Strategic Goal Siege and capture of Louisbourg and 
Quebec through superior logistics.

Harassment, containment, and rapid 
opportunistic expansion.

The French Native American Engine

Technically, the French side operates on a disruption model. By utilizing cards like Priest and Native Americans, 

the French player can execute "Raids." Raiding is a specific mechanic that bypasses traditional siege warfare, 

allowing a player to remove an opponent's settlement from the board without a formal battle. This forces the British 

player to include defensive cards (like Fortifications or Rangers) in their deck, which effectively "clogs" their

economic engine. This is a digital-analog to a denial-of-service (DoS) attack: the French do not need to defeat the

British in a direct clash; they only need to make the British deck too inefficient to function.

Technical Deep-Dive: The Mechanics of the "Reserve"

One of the most complex procedural elements in A Few Acres of Snow is the Reserve. Each player has a

dedicated box on the board where they can place cards from their hand for a single action. Unlike the discard pile

or the deck, cards in the Reserve are visible and can be retrieved at any time as a single action.

Mathematical Advantage of the Reserve

From a probability and statistics standpoint, the Reserve serves as a variance reduction tool. In a standard deck-

builder, you are at the mercy of the shuffle. If you need a "Boat" symbol and a "Settler" symbol to expand, but you

draw them in different turns, your momentum stalls. The Reserve allows a player to:

1.  Store Combo Pieces: Save a Siege card until the necessary Military symbols are drawn.

2.  Deck Thinning: Temporarily remove "junk" cards or location cards from the cycling deck to increase the 

frequency of drawing high-value cards like Governor or Merchant.

3.  Tactical Readiness: Keep a Native American card in the Reserve to reactively block an incoming raid.

A senior-level strategy involves maintaining a 3-to-4 card Reserve at all times to maximize the "useful density" of 

the remaining deck. This increases the Cycle Rate (CR)of the deck, defined as the frequency with which the most

powerful cards (the British Merchant or the French Intendant) appear in the player's hand.

The "Halifax Hammer": A Case Study in Algorithmic Strategy

In the history of board game design, the Halifax Hammeris a legendary example of a dominant strategy that

nearly broke the game's competitive balance. It serves as an excellent case study in how technical efficiencies can

overcome thematic intentions.



The Procedure

The Halifax Hammer is a British strategy that ignores the frontier and focuses exclusively on a rapid, streamlined

push toward Quebec via the sea. The technical steps are as follows:

1.  Aggressive Thinning: The British player uses the "Governor" and "Money" actions to buy only the cards 

essential for a naval siege.

2.  The Money Loop: Utilizing Merchant and Boston to generate 5+ gold per cycle, allowing the player to buy 

Regulars every turn.

3.  The Halifax Pivot: Quickly settling Halifax to gain the naval symbols required for the Louisbourg-Quebec 

route.

4.  Deck Sterilization: Avoiding the capture of unnecessary locations. In this game, every time you capture a city, 

its card is added to your deck. A common error for beginners is capturing too much land, which "clogs" the deck. 

The Hammer strategy keeps the deck at a lean ~15 cards.

The Counter-Model

Following the discovery of the Hammer, the designer released a second edition with revised rules to strengthen the 

French defense. The technical fix involved increasing the cost of certain British actions and buffing the French 

Coureurs des Bois capability to harass the British economy earlier. This highlights the delicate balance of 

Asymmetric Equilibriumin game design; even a minor change in the cost of an action (from 1 gold to 2 gold) can

completely shift the viability of a high-speed strategy.

Logistics and Movement: The Mathematical Constraints

Movement in A Few Acres of Snowis governed by a strict set of symbol requirements. To settle or attack a

location, a player must play a card that is connected to their current network and provide the necessary transport

symbols.

Comparison of Transport Efficiency



Mode of Transport Symbol Required Environmental Constraint Strategic Utility

Boat Boat (B) River/Coastal only High. Primary for British 
naval dominance.

Bateau Bateau (Ba) Lakes and Rivers Essential for French Great 
Lakes expansion.

Wagon Wagon (W) Land routes only Slow, expensive. Limited to 
frontier expansion.

Sledge Sledge (S) Winter/Specific routes Niche. Used for surprise 
winter maneuvers.

From a technical writing perspective, the Transportation Logic operates as a series of IF-THEN statements. IF 

you possess the New York card AND a Wagon symbol, THENyou can move to Albany. This logic is the backbone

of the game's simulation of 18th-century distances. The "friction of distance" is represented not by physical inches

on a board, but by the number of card-draw cycles required to assemble the necessary symbols.

Operational Risk Management: Sieges and Combat

Unlike many wargames that rely on dice rolls (random number generation), A Few Acres of Snow uses a 

deterministic siege mechanic. A siege is a battle of cumulative strength. When a player initiates a siege, they

place a military card. The opponent may respond by placing a military or fortification card. This continues back and

forth until one player cannot or will not match the total strength.

The Attrition Formula

The success of a siege is defined by the formula:P(success) = :2„Ö–Æ—F� y Value in Hand) + :2„Ö–Æ—F� y Value in

Reserve) - :2„÷��öæVçB�FV`ensive Value)

Because the deck is finite and the contents of the discard pile are often known to an observant opponent, high-level 

play involves Card Counting. If the British player knows the French Military Leader and both Native American 

cards are in the French discard pile, they know the French defensive capacity is mathematically capped. This 

transforms the game from a "luck of the draw" experience into a technical exercise in Information Supremacy.

Strategic Implementation: A Field Guide for New Commanders

To master the game, players must move beyond tactical reactivity and embrace long-term operational planning.

Below is a step-by-step procedure for a robust British opening:

1.  The Economic Phase (Turns 1-5): Prioritize the recruitment of the Merchant and Trader. Use your initial 

actions to generate at least 5-10 gold. Do not expand yet.

2.  The Deck Thinning Phase (Turns 6-10): Use the Governor card to remove the "junk" cards from your starting 

deck (the low-value location cards like New Haven or Albany if you do not plan to use them).

3.  The Recruitment Phase (Turns 11-15): Purchase Regulars and at least one Military Leader. Place these in 

your Reserve.

4.  The Offensive Phase (Turns 16+): Execute a coordinated strike on Louisbourg. Use your gold to buy extra 

actions if necessary to finish the siege before the French can cycle their deck to find reinforcements.

Troubleshooting Common Failure Modes



•  The Expansion Trap: New players often try to settle every location available. This adds 20+ cards to the deck, 

making it impossible to draw the Regulars or Money cards when needed. Solution: Only settle locations that 

provide critical transport symbols or high victory points.

•  Economic Collapse: Running out of money means you cannot pay for your Regulars or buy Indian Trade. 

Solution: Always keep the Merchant or a high-value money location in your Reserve or Hand.

•  French Raid Vulnerability: The British player ignores the frontier and gets decimated by raids. Solution: Recruit 

Rangers early and keep them in the Reserve as a dedicated "Interceptor Force."

The Broader Implications of Wallace’s Design

The legacy of A Few Acres of Snow extends far beyond its own box. It proved that Euro-style mechanics (deck 

building, resource management) could be successfully fused with Wargame themes (territorial control, sieges, 

attrition). This hybrid genre has since flourished, influencing games like Hands in the Sea (First Punic War) and 

Mythotopia (Fantasy expansion).

The game remains a technical marvel because it captures the essence of Voltaire’s critique. By the end of a

session, both players have spent vast amounts of virtual gold and sacrificed dozens of cards—all for a few small

wooden cubes on a map representing a frozen wilderness. The "Arpents de Neige" are ultimately won not by the

bravest soldiers, but by the most efficient accountant. In the struggle for North America, as in the game, logistics is

the final arbiter of empire.

Through its rigorous card-driven engine and its uncompromising take on asymmetrical warfare, A Few Acres of 

Snowstands as a definitive study in how systems design can reflect historical reality. It challenges the player to

think like an 18th-century administrator, balancing the books while the frontier burns, proving that even a few acres

of snow can provide a lifetime of strategic depth.
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