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Warning!  If you are looking for a detailed historical narrative of the Battle of Shiloh, don’t look 

here.  What I’m doing below is demonstrating how I eventually came to resolve some 

wargaming issues that kept me from enjoying my past attempts to game this action. 

 

The Battle of Shiloh pitted some inadequately trained, inexperienced troops and commanders to 

desperate battle in some very difficult terrain.  The troops were brittle, to say the least, and many 

of their leaders hesitant.  Command and control offered challenges far beyond those that 

indifferently trained units might conquer.   

 

Figures.  I did not want to replicate the historical battle on the wargame table – just a piece of it.  

Here’s why.  It started back in the ‘60s when I was painting and mounting my American Civil 

War figures.  As many young boys graduating from 54mm to smaller scales, I was looking for 

mass armies.  Being impecunious, I was using Airfix figures augmented by the Giant figures 

available in comic book ads.  The dime store where I bought the Airfix figures got them in 

slowly, so I’d be lucky if I could purchase two boxes at a time.  Two boxes cost a dollar.  I was 

also purchasing World War II figures and mini-tanks.   

 

So, my wargaming took off when in the military academy.  

My wargaming friends and I painted and mounted 

HO/25mm Napoleonics and Civil War figures.  For 

whatever reason, we chose to mount Napoleonic infantry 

five to a stand (one inch by three inches) and Civil War 

two infantry figures to a one inch square stand.  We also 

decided to build battalions of 20-30 Civil War figures.  

We wanted mass armies, and thus we painted to 

wargaming standards.  Our games were never much larger 

than two divisions mixing it up.  We might play them on 

terrain resembling Bull Run or Gettysburg, but we knew 

full well that our terrain scale and figure scale were 

inconsistent.  We composed our own rules. The gaming 

was great fun.  Oh, it was extremely helpful that we all 

took two semesters of military history covering Napoleon 

and US military history from the Civil War through World 

War II.  Our library had sufficient books covering 

campaigns, battles, uniforms etc. 

 

So, this brings us to my Shiloh project.  The confederate forces at Shiloh numbered 40,000 

divided into four corps.  I have sixteen regiments, about 500 confederate figures, about enough 

for a single division.  My Union forces are comparable.  Being now a professional historian, I 

really was not comfortable replicating the entire battle.  So, I worked on a representative slice of 

it. 



Terrain   
 

The Western Theater, the area between the Appalachian Mountains and the Mississippi River, 

was still forested and lightly settled.  Villages and cities grew up on the rivers.  Road 

trafficability was ugly.  Thus, bulk traffic moved on the rivers.  River cities were connected by 

an emerging rail network.  Rail lines owned by many independent companies were often of 

different gauges, thus requiring transloading and movement by wagon between railheads.  To 

support mass armies it was necessary to gain and maintain control of the river systems.  Because 

grain and fodder was not always available, wagon convoys carried their own ‘fuel’ along with 

cargo.  As a general rule, an army would not travel further than 15 miles (a day trip for a wagon) 

from a navigable river.  The Union had a distinct advantage in the number of steam-powered 

gunboats and transports plying the rivers. 

 

Thus, Grant’s victories at Forts Henry and Donelson were so important.  The confederacy 

established these two forts to block the Tennessee and Cumberland from Federal access.  When 

Grant opened these rivers, Union gunboats made life difficult for the rebs.  Also, Grant’s men cut 

the Memphis and Ohio Railroad, further breaching Confederate defenses in Tennessee.  Life was 

tough for Albert Sidney Johnston, regional commander and a general from whom much was 

expected. 

 

 
 

 

Massing the Armies.  Both sides were ready to concentrate their forces in order to bring about a 

decisive action.  Without going into boring strategic movements, Johnston and Beauregard 

decided to mass the vast bulk of troops in theater at Corinth, Mississippi, an important 

intersection of rail lines.  They accomplished this without the Union forces catching on that 



something was indeed ‘up’.  Johnston organized his polyglot of forces into three corps and a 

large reserve under Generals Polk, Bragg, Hardee, and Breckenridge respectively. 

 

Meanwhile, on the Union side, there were two generals running armies in the west.  Halleck was 

at St. Louis and Buell had taken over Nashville.  Grant worked for Halleck.  Halleck and Buell 

could not come up with an operational plan.  This gave the confederates all the time they needed 

to mass 40,000 soldiers.  Lincoln finally gave theater command to Halleck, who ordered Grant 

and Buell to move on Pittsburg Landing on the Tennessee River, only twenty miles from 

Corinth.  Grant arrived first with 33,000 troops.   

 

Grant was certainly not aware that he was outnumbered by an army only a day’s march away.  

He put his six divisions into camps.  Division commanders had their subordinate units spread out 

to take advantage of the few clearings available.  The divisions were not in mutually supporting 

locations.  In fact, Lew Wallace’s division was about five miles away from the other five.  There 

was no plan to respond to an attack.  Grant’s headquarters was away from his army.   

 

The land was wooded with a few cleared fields.  The terrain was rolling, criss-crossed by streams 

in deep gullies as well as dirt roads overlaid with a confusing array of minor tracks.  The trees 

were not too thick on the ground and deadfall was present but was not a major encumbrance to 

movement.  It was April, so the trees were not leafed-out yet.  Ground cover was present on the 

margins of woods and fields.  This was not the Wilderness of 1864, but the rolling nature of the 

land and the moderate vegetation limited visibility.  The photo below illustrates the general look 

of the battlefield. 

 

 
Johnston was aware that he outnumbered Grant and that Buell was too far away to support Grant.  

He and Beauregard decided to attack.  The march from Corinth to Pittsburg Landing was marked 

by confusion and delays.  However, something had gone right.  Late in the afternoon of April 5
th

, 



the tired and hungry soldiers of Johnston’s army were in battle array only two miles from 

Prentiss’s and Sherman’s divisions.  The Union had no inkling.  The only good news for Grant 

was that Buell’s lead division was only eight miles downstream but on the opposite side of the 

Tennessee River.   

 

The attack formation ordered by Johnston 

was problematic to say the least.  The 

Confederate commander formed his army 

by arranging his corps in a massive 

column.  The two leading corps arranged 

their divisions in line, but the next corps 

and the reserve arranged their divisions in 

column.  Thus, each corps, and most 

divisions, would either charge into one 

another, or would have to navigate through 

a nasty forested landscape to come into 

contact with the enemy. 

 

The map to the left is a simplified view of 

the attack position and how the 

Confederate corps managed to sort 

themselves out during the attack.  What it 

doesn’t show is the considerable 

intermingling of units and the mass 

confusion of division and brigade 

commanders trying to locate a way 

forward and attempting to align with 

flanking formations.  It was a mess and 

gave the Union some opportunity to 

respond. 

 

 

Before dawn on April 6
th

, Grant sent out a strong patrol that ran into the Confederate advance 

pickets.  As the Confederate attack moved forward, the Union patrol, fighting its way rearward, 

sent word to Sherman.  The reports and approaching noise was enough for Sherman and Prentiss 

to get their men up and in some semblance of order.  In the emerging light, the battle began.  

Some of the fighting was across open field, but most was in the wooded landscape.  The fighting 

soon passed Shiloh Church, from which the battle derived its name. 

 

The remainder of the morning displays Union forces – regiments and brigades – withdrawing 

under heavy pressure as Confederates found open flanks or just pressed ahead frontally.  Grant 

arrived and gave directions to hurry reinforcements forward and in general to stabilize the line 

until Buell’s men appeared in force.  Hungry Rebs stopped in abandoned Union campsites to 

scarf up whatever food they could find.  Johnston was leading from the front while Beauregard 

sent reinforcements forward. Eventually neither side had a reserve remaining – all were 

committed. 
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The most noteworthy fight that day took place as brigades from two Union divisions formed a 

salient along a sunken road with a nearby peach orchard.  This was the Hornet’s Nest.  

Confederates made at least twelve assaults, one led personally by Johnston.  As many as 62 

confederate guns blasted away into the salient.  After many hours of fighting, and with 

supporting units on the flanks thrown back, the 2,200 Union troops at the Hornet’s Nest 

surrendered.  Meanwhile, Johnston was mortally wounded and Beauregard assumed command.  

However, Buell’s men were on the march! 

 

 
 

Late in the afternoon, Grant managed to assemble an intact line protecting Pittsburg Landing.  

More than fifty Union guns protected the line and drove off a weak but determined attack.  Later, 

Lew Wallace’s Division arrived.  Having misunderstood Grant’s orders, and unfortunately 

traveling along the wrong road, the future author of Ben Hur could do little to affect the events of 

the first day.  Night fell amidst a stormy rainfall; both sides were exhausted.  Union 

reinforcements – three fresh divisions – arrived. 

 

The second day saw a major Union counterattack.  For several hours federal troops pushed 

forward.  Now themselves outnumbered, Confederate divisions withdrew fighting.  Beauregard 

eventually accepted defeat and set out a covering force behind the fighting troops.  Upon orders, 

Confederate units pulled back behind the covering force, assembled, and began the march back 

to Corinth.  Union attempts to pursue failed in the face of Nathan Bedford Forrest’s determined 

cavalry.  The battle was over.  The Union suffered nearly 14,000 killed, wounded and missing; 

the Confederates nearly 11,000. 



 

So, What’s to Simulate?  In my mind, that is always 

the challenge to my creative thinking.  First, I wanted 

to simulate units that were poorly trained and 

inexperienced.  This would mean sometimes not 

obeying orders in a timely manner or taking too long to 

do simple things.  Second, I wanted to simulate some 

level of surprise in the Union camp.  Perhaps troops not 

entirely assembled or facing the wrong way.  Third, 

poor visibility.  I wanted troops to come upon one 

another at close range, thus losing opportunities for 

long range fire.   

Fourth, I wanted units to move slowly through the terrain, losing their coherent lines unless they 

took time to re-align.  Fifth, I wanted regiments from different divisions to suffer some penalty 

from confusion arising when they ran into one another.   

 

To test this out in a game, I decided to use all my confederates, but only about 2/3 of my 

Yankees.  I started with two Union brigades (from different divisions of course) and a few 

batteries.  The Confederates would be in three brigades, also from three different divisions and 

attacking generally in column, with regiments on line.  I decided to ‘automate’ the Confederates.  

They were under orders to press the attack.  I commanded the union forces.  Their general orders 

were to survive intact but not to withdraw beyond a specific known road to their rear.  I played 

this out (repeatedly) on a 4 x 6 foot tabletop.   

 

Order of Battle 

 

Union 

First Brigade of Sherman’s Division: 5 regiments infantry, 3 batteries 

Second Brigade of Prentiss’ Division: 5 regiments infantry, 3 batteries 

 

Confederate 

First Brigade of Hardee’s Corps: 5 regiments infantry, 3 batteries 

Second Brigade of Hardee’s Corps: 5 regiments infantry, 3 batteries 

Third Brigade of Bragg’s Corps: 5 regiments infantry, 3 batteries 

 

Rules?  Okay, let’s start developing the rules. 

 

Let’s start with my 4’ x 6’ testbed map.  The open areas are shown as textured fields; the rest is 

wooded.  The major east-west road is the ‘stop line.’  The Yankees can allow no Rebs to 

penetrate that line.  The smaller lines represent trails.  The lettered road/trails are where Union 

reinforcements can enter, but only in column formation.  The numbered sectors are where Rebs 

enter the playing area, but in line formation.  In sectors 1, 2, 9 and 10, the attacking rebel line 

enters at an angle heading north-east or north-west. 

 

 

 



Movement 

 

Artillery on trail or road:  4 inches.  In wooded area: 2 inches. Unlimbering or limbering takes a 

turn. 

 

Infantry in column on trail or road or open area: 5 inches.   

In column in woods: 4 inches. 

Infantry on line in woods: 3 inches.  On line in clearing, 4 inches. 

Take one turn to change formation with no movement. 

 

However, all units (Not markers.  See below) must roll to see if they can move/attack.  To 

simplify matters, for my playtest a roll of 3-6 on a 1D6 allowed a unit to move forward. This 

includes following orders to withdraw.  If a unit is ordered to withdraw, and succeeds in its die 

roll, then a second roll of a 6 means the unit routs 5 inches and is disordered. 

N
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SHILOH TEST BED

 
 



To set up the game, roll a 1D6 for each of the seven clearings.  If the roll is 3-6, place a Union 

infantry regiment in the field.  Then roll again for each infantry regiment in a field.  Place an 

artillery battery in the field on a roll of 6 or 

until you run out of artillery batteries.  All 

units not placed now become reserves.  The 

Union troops start in camp in the field.  On 

the next turn I can form them on line in the 

edge of the woods at the back/north of the 

clearing where they have some cover.  Of 

course, I can move them anywhere, not just in 

a ‘stand and fight’ mode. 

 

I want to show the Rebs entering the game 

area somewhat haphazardly and for the Union 

not to be certain of where they enter.  So, until 

the Confederate unit gets within visibility 

range, each regiment is represented by a 

marker.  Use two types of markers to 

represent infantry or artillery units. 

 

 

 

Visibility is unlimited across a cleared area and 5 inches into the woods past the clearing.  

Elsewhere, even looking down a trail, units can see another unit only at 5 inches.  Remember that 

the terrain is gently rolling and units are often concealed from one another.  However, once a 

unit is revealed, the stands remain on the board.  Once a unit is revealed, it can only move on a 

roll of 3-6.  See above. 

 

On turn 1, roll a 1D10 for each of 8 markers – 5 infantry and 3 artillery.  Place the markers 2 

inches onto the board at each sector represented by a die roll.  These markers may or may not 

represent real units.  Artillery in sectors 3, 5, and 7 start on the trails.  All Confederate infantry is 

moving on line even if there is a trail in their sector. 

 

On each turn, move the markers toward the 

Union forces.  In sectors 1, 2, 9 and 10, move 

the marker diagonally.   

 

When the marker moves into visibility range 

of Union troops, roll to see if the marker 

represents troops or not.  On a 1D6 roll of 3-6, 

the unit is real.  Place it on the table.  Artillery 

is still limbered.  Infantry that entered at the 

sides of the table are placed diagonally, no 

stand closer than 5 inches to the Union troops. 

 



Roll for Confederate markers every other turn.  Eventually, every regiment and battery will be 

represented. 

 

 

Map 2 below is what a game might look like on turn 3.  Note that there are 10 Confederate 

Infantry markers and 6 artillery markers.  Also note that the Reb marker that entered in sector 5 

came into visibility of the Union regiment there.  It rolled a 4, and was therefore real, and I set 

the figures on the table.  The confederate markers in sector 6 will soon come into visibility with 

the Union regiment in that clearing as well.   
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SHILOH TEST BED  Map 2

 

Notice the potential confusion of the two units that started in sectors 2 and 3 simultaneously.  I 

allow markers to avoid confusion.  However, once stands are placed on the table, confusion 

reigns.  Since the confederates are automated, my standing orders are to press the attack.  If a 

unit cannot move for some reason, and another unit wants to push through, a 1D6 roll of 4-6 

allows it.  However, a roll of 1-3 results in the passing unit failing to pass, and is jumbled up and 

stopped by the unit ahead of it.  Both units are disordered until one of them organizes itself and 

moves away.  This frees the second unit to move away as well.  Use your judgement.   

 

 

 



Union Reinforcements 

 

Using the above example, there are only 5 Union Infantry Regiments and 1 artillery battery on 

the board.  There are still 5 infantry and 5 artillery still off the table.  There are several ways to 

bring on reinforcements.  Historically, reinforcements dribbled in late in the day and during the 

night.  However, the game would be over quickly if I didn’t bring some on earlier.  So, starting 

with turn 5, I rolled a 1D6 every turn at the start of the Union phase.  On a roll of 1, I brought in 

an infantry regiment and on a roll of 2, an artillery battery.  If a unit came on, then I rolled a 1D6 

for location: 1=A, 2=B etc.  Units arrived on the road or trail, infantry in column formation. 

 

Disorder 

 

Units are disordered if: 

They fall to pass through a friendly unit. 

They receive 5 or more casualties in one turn. 

They lose a melee. 

 

Units stay disordered for a full turn and cannot fire or move. 

 

Firing 

 

Use your own rules for firing.  In this game, I used the following.  

Because the troops were inadequately trained, they cannot move and 

fire in the same turn.  I assumed that in every case, that artillery crews 

would select an appropriate ammunition to fire.  Because of the short 

visibility, this would often be grape or canister.  The woods and the 

gently rolling terrain stopped musket balls and even artillery munitions 

from traveling too far, thus these shorter ranges.  I did not differentiate 

between muskets and rifled muskets.  At these shorter ranges and with 

the lack of firing skills on both sides, I did not see how it mattered all 

that much.  Again, use what suits you. 

 

Range 

Musket/Rifled Musket Normal: 8 inches.  Short: < 3 inches. 

Artillery   Normal: 10 inches.  Short: < 5 inches. 

 

Figures Firing → 

Die roll↓ 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

0      1 1 2 2 2 

1     1 1 1 2 2 2 

2     1 1 2 2 2 3 

3    1 1 2 2 2 2 3 

4   1 1 2 2 2 2 3 3 

5  1 1 2 2 2 2 2 3 3 

6 1 1 1 2 2 2 2 3 3 3 

7 1 1 1 2 2 3 3 3 3 4 



Artillery counts as 6 figures firing. 

 

Modifiers 

 

Target inside the woods or the edge of the woods, subtract 1 from die roll. 

Target at short range, add 1 to die roll. 

 

 
Confederate troops breaking out of the woods 

 

There will be a lot of close-in fighting.  Important: attacking units cannot close with defending 

units without the chance of receiving fire from the defending unit.  If an attacking unit will close 

on a defender, then the defender can fire on a 1D6 roll of 3-6.  If the attacking unit won’t reach 

the defending unit, then the defender has to wait its turn to fire. 

 

Melee 

 

Infantry declaring a charge gets a 1 inch bonus to its move.  Remember that units can only move 

on a roll of 3-6.  If a unit orders a move forward, say in a charge, but fails to roll 3-6, it remains 

in place and does not fire that turn.  This represents a lack of training and a large level of 

confusion in a first fight.   

 

Example.  A Confederate regiment on line draws within 5 inches of a defending Union regiment 

and declares a charge.  It rolls between 3-6, so it can complete the charge.  However, the 

defender rolls between 3-6, and so it can fire defensively.  Remove casualties from defensive 

fire.  Confederates draw up to the Union troops.  Melee ensues. 

 

 

 



I am very easy on melee rules.  Count up figures in contact.  Include any figures overlapping by 

one inch.  Count up to two ranks deep.  The side with the larger number of figures in contact 

rolls a 1D6 for each figure it has in contact.  1-2, attacker is a casualty.  5-6, a defender is a 

casualty. 

 

Take, for instance, the larger side (not necessarily the attacker) has 12 figures in contact; the 

smaller side has 10.  Roll 10 dice.  Let’s assume that the larger side loses 3 figures, the smaller 

side loses 3 as well.  However, since the smaller side lost a larger percentage of figures, it loses 

the melee.  Remove the casualties. 

 

 

 

 
Union troops preparing to defend their position 

 

The losing side is pushed back two inches and is disordered.  The winning side can choose to 

follow and thereby get an automatic melee in the next turn, or it can remain in place.  Other 

troops in the regiment but not in contact move with those in contact. 

 



 
Diorama from Shiloh Visitor Center 

 

There you have it.  I’m mostly happy with the rules that move the Confederates forward.  As the 

Union player, I did not know for sure what I was up against until markers revealed themselves as 

real units or as nothing at all.  This mimicked history, as in the actual battle, the Confederates 

had a very difficult time massing troops in critical sectors.  Regardless, I had to keep some Union 

units in place long enough to see what I was up against.  That tied some troops down for precious 

turns.  As a general rule, I tried to slowly withdraw other troops northward so that reinforcements 

would have less distance to travel to fill in gaps.  The games were always close. 

 



 
Reb attack! 

 

I use “I GO, YOU GO” sequencing.  This game will also work drawing cards or rolling for 

initiative.  I just am more comfortable alternating turns.  There were several Union units that 

never moved; I kept them in contact to throw back attackers and hopefully confuse Confederate 

follow-on units.  It did not always work that way, but it was fun nonetheless.   

 

Some of these rules seem simple, while others are less so.  As with all my rules, a couple turns 

practicing and they became much easier to use.  If I cannot master them in a few moves, they are 

too complex for me and I simplify them. 

 

I’m happy with these rules; use whatever you are happy with. 
 


