THREE DAYS OF GETTYSBURG

Third Edition published by GMT Games in August 2004.  Designed by Richard Berg.

Description Simulation of the Civil War battle of Gettysburg; regimental and battery level; 125 yards to the hex; one hour turns comprising three days of the battle.  Each strength point equals 50 men or one artillery piece.

Components Three 22x34 full-color unmounted map sections; 1680 back printed color  counters including markers; 30 page Great Battles of the American Civil War rules book; 20 page TDOG scenario book; ten 8x11 game charts; ten-sided die; boxed.

Graphics The map is beautiful in shades of green and brown, but very functional; locating and naming the many farms is a nice touch.  Counters use color for unit identification and are well laid out, although the tiny type font giving unit id’s is hard to read; a few of ours were smeared.  Various charts are quite functional.

Review 

Three Days of Gettysburg is Richard Berg’s fourth version of his regimental-level game on Gettysburg.   He’s been at it, in about nine year intervals, since 1976.  Way back then, Terrible Swift Sword was a “monster game” that far surpassed anything on the market in simulating Civil War battles in depth, and spawned a whole series of titles, including treatments of Shiloh and Antietam, as well as a bunch of smaller engagements.  His TSS update in 1986 addressed some problems with morale and timing.  With the demise of SPI, Berg turned to GMT and in 1995 they published his original Three Days of Gettysburg.   This “third edition” (there was a revision published several years ago) boasts improved graphics and revisions to the command rules, as well as a constant refinement of the order of battle and individual regimental strengths.

Command was a major issue with the original TSS.  With each side moving all their units in turn, the Confederates in particular could launch carefully coordinated assaults that the Union player could only watch as he patiently waited for his turn to move.  Berg tried various ways to make this more realistic, and the method that he uses in TDOG is a creative improvement.

Each hourly turn, an “efficiency rating” chit is drawn for each corps which determines how many (1-4) activation markers (AM) are put in the pool.  Top corps commanders (Longstreet, Stuart, Reynolds, Hunt) can add an extra AM to the pot.  A die roll gives one side the choice to specify the first division to activate, and then chits are drawn at random for activation.  That creates an ebb and flow and unpredictability that more accurately reflects history.  Activation means each brigade in the division can move, attack, change formation or orders.  The orders thing comes from each unit having one of several “orders” each giving various capabilities.  In practice it actually works pretty smooth, as a division might pass its opportunity.  You’d be surprised how often a division gets two or three activations in a row—and that can make for some mighty powerful assaults.

There is both fire and shock combat, shooting taking place at various ranges depending on the unit’s equipment; but for infantry this is usually at close range, since rifles get a +1 die modifier at 1 or 2 hex ranges, but a -1 at 3.  

One of the problems with TSS was the regiments fought until annihilated.  A quick revision added categories of morale, and TDOG gives each unit a morale rating that is indicated right on the counter.  The first combat result is often “disorder” which is indicated on the counter reverse; this lowers morale and makes the unit vulnerable to additional casualties.  A subtle result is that units that sustain combat beyond their initial contact quickly start taking losses.  Still, the CRT seemed to create fewer casualties than reality.

Another issue with those immortal regiments was they never became exhausted.  TDOG has an optional fatigue rule that unfortunately adds to the on-map counter clutter.    This rule is shown as optional for that reason, but is really necessary to avoid unrealistic day-long advances.  We put the fatigue counters on the division displays and it worked fine.

Given that this is the fourth time Berg has had the opportunity to redo his original design, it’s curious that some ongoing problems still remain.  On July 2 Latimer’s Confederate artillery deployed on Benner’s Hill—and was blasted off by Union guns on Cemetery Hill, Latimer being mortally wounded.  In the game, this firing takes place at extreme range and seldom results in much damage to either side.  Either Berg thinks the Union gunners rolled some mean dice that day, or there is something wrong with the artillery table—or the game map.  Benner’s Hill was a problem in TSS, and it still is.  Likewise, the CRT lumps 2-3 infantry factors together; this means that 100 men have as much likelihood of damaging their opponents as 150.  TDOG only allows 7 infantry strength points to fire out of a hex—the same restriction as TSS, which had those points representing twice as many men.  In practice all the die rolling may wash out the impact, but it makes you wonder just how the fire tables were constructed.

A major change since 1976 is the replacement of march formation with march orders.  There is one march AM for each side; when it’s chosen any units with those orders can move 1-4 AM’s worth, with restrictions on how close they come to enemy units.  That works ok, but things get messy when you change orders to march during a brigade activation after that chit has been drawn.  This isn’t a small issue, as in particular it impacts the ability of cavalry to mount, move and dismount in a turn.  The TSS system of making changing formation possible at a movement point cost, and indicating by a marker, is much simpler in practice.

I’d have to quibble with a few other design decisions.  Counter density is a problem, in particular on Cemetery Hill, where deploying the battered XI Corps with strength markers, collapsed and ineffective markers and artillery means an unplayable mass of counters certain to collapse itself.  Some kind of substitution counter relating to an off-map display is badly needed.  The counter mix didn’t include enough 3/4 and 4/5 markers; most regiments are at those strengths and we quickly ran out.   And, in a game where leadership is crucial, the leader counters don’t stand out as obviously as those in TSS.

Another problem is Buford’s cavalry on the first day.  They delayed Heth’s division not so much by their combat power as a combination of uncertainty (what’s behind them?) and a lack of any sense of hurry on the Confederate side.  We know, of course, that the Rebels have to hustle before the First Corps shows up; and it’s hard to game that situation.  Buford’s firepower is overstated, maybe to make that early stand feasible; the problem is it overstates the rest of the Union cavalry, too.  The lack of an eastern map extension to cover the cavalry battlefield, and the curious prohibition on southern horsemen fighting dismounted (a counter saver?) are major detriments in the game.

All this aside, Three Days of Gettysburg is a fine game.  The map is a tremendous presentation, the counters pack a lot of information in a small space, and the rules are relatively clear.  Most importantly, it well simulates, in detail, the greatest battle to take place on the American continent.  It teaches many tactical truths about combat in the Civil War:  the importance of coordination, the value of artillery on the defensive (and its vulnerability if not supported by infantry), the exhaustion and confusion (that is, “disorder”) of the attackers as their assault continues, the impact of terrain on movement and combat.  Thirty years ago TSS quickly became my favorite game; this edition is an improvement, and a higher compliment would be hard to make. 

RATING:  8.5
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