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Overview 
This is a traditional Avalon Hill hex and counter board war game depicting First Bull 
Run. To be honest, it doesn’t really give you the flavour of Bull Run itself, aside from 
being played over a map of the area.The mechanics are pretty generic and will be familiar 
to anyone who has played a game of this type before. Combat consists of counters in 
adjacent hexes comparing attack value with defence value, working out the odds and 
rolling for the result on a combat resolution table. 
 
There are some nice touches though, especially the command rules which make it 
difficult to keep all your units moving and really the game is one of manoeuvre rather 
than combat. Either side can win instantly if they capture the enemy base area 
(Centreville & Manassas are the bases of the US & CSA respectively) and this leads to a 
lot of jockeying for position. The Confederates also win if they simply deny victory to the 
US so the US player has to get his army over the river and carry the fight to the 
Confederates, which can be tough.  
 
Can it be played solo? 
The game is designed for two players. Most of the CSA counters start the game “frozen” 
so while you do have to deploy them, the counters are flipped and you soon forget what 
units are where. CSA units (most of them anyway) remain frozen and therefore hidden 
for the first three turns. Nevertheless this isn’t really a solo mechanism. Having said that, 
you can easily play the game solo – the CSA player has very few choices – he can win 
just by denying victory to the US and he’s defending a river line so his options are 
obvious. I simply roll a D6 at the start of the game and decide CSA strategy from that – a 
1 is very defensive (just sit tight and defend) a 6 is very aggressive (cross the river and 
strike for the US base at Centreville) with a sliding scale in between.  
 
What are the components?  
The map is lovely – see the photos. I’ve seen it criticised online but I don’t understand 
why. I think it’s great. The map is mounted on thick card and divided into four sections. 
 
The counters: you get a couple of hundred counters, representing generals, battalions, 
batteries (limbered and unlimbered) and cavalry. The counters are not particularly 
attractive and are small and fiddly. They do the job but no more. Take a look at the photo 
of the back of the box and you’ll see some examples. 
 
You also get a couple of player aids, a D6 and the rules pamphlet. 
 



What is the level of complexity? 
Fairly easy. The box says 4/10 with 4 hours playing time. The rules only run to 12 pages, 
including tables and designer’s notes, and the game is easy to learn. It takes me longer 
than 4 hours to play but I tend to be quite slow. Actually, set-up takes ages which is a 
chore. But overall, a complexity of 4/10 is probably accurate.  
 
What do you spend your time doing during play? 
Each turn represents 30 minutes, covering 11 hours total – so that’s 22 turns maximum. 
Each turns takes about 15 minutes to play through. First the US player works out which 
of his units are in command and therefore may act. Then he moves and then you fight any 
combats. Then the CSA player repeats the process. Some turns will be quicker – for 
example, if you don’t have any combats. As I said at the top, combat is a relatively 
simple affair, though there are nuances when you have actions involving multiple units 
(which is often).  
 
What are the tactical decisions? 
Command is the key in this game. There is a well-defined chain of command and it 
doesn’t extend very far, so for the US player especially, your CinC will not be able to 
control all his units every turn unless they are really bunched up tightly – which of course 
is not the point in this battle where the best strategy is to spread out in order to stretch the 
CSA defensive line. In the last game I played, I had a whole division stranded without 
orders for almost the whole game – shades of General McClellan!  
 
A push for Sudley Springs Ford is probably the best strategy, as it was on the day. But 
you can’t get too many troops over that ford very quickly and you only have three turns 
before the bulk of the CSA army wakes up. Initial set-up is clever in this respect – the US 
cannot set up within 4 hexes of any CSA unit and the CSA can restrict US set up by 
placing cavalry units in awkward forward areas. There is a lot of tactical nuance here and 
that’s what lifts this game above the traditional and rather boring hex and counter combat 
system. The victory condition of an immediate win if you capture the enemy base does 
however lead to some odd situations; in my last game (playing as the US) I made two 
desperate dashes to take Manassas each with a division but with most of the CSA army in 
my rear. I believe in American football this is called an end run. Whatever it’s called, it 
doesn’t feel right historically but it is a viable tactic here (not that it worked!). 
 
Final assessment 
I like this game. It’s certainly dated and it isn’t a solitaire game, also it is fiddly and time-
consuming to set up. But the nature of the battle lends itself easily to solo play since the 
Confederates have little to do that isn’t obvious and the command rules and the rules for 
initial set up make for a tactically interesting contest. Also the emphasis is not on combat 
– it isn’t a slugfest – but on manoeuvre. I wouldn’t necessarily seek this game out but if 
you come across an inexpensive copy I’d get it because it offers some simple rules and an 
interesting tactical problem. 
 



 
 



 
 



 
 



 


