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Background 

 

I first heard about Alton (a small market town in Hampshire) nearly thirty years ago when 

reading Donald Featherstone’s Wargames Campaigns in which he devotes a chapter to a mini-

campaign focussed on a battle that took place here in 1644 during the English Civil War.  

Actually that account bears only a passing resemblance to the actual events but what caught my 

attention was that the fighting happened inside a church.  Then sometime in the early 1990s 

while at Salute, I chanced upon a demonstration game of the Battle of Alton which featured a 

beautiful scale model of the Church that formed the centrepiece of battle and game alike.  Here’s 

the church (St Lawrence) in the flesh.  There are holes all over the door and on the walls and 

columns inside caused by musket balls and more musket balls are found in the churchyard every 

year. 

 

 
 



That was the extent of my knowledge and my interest really.  Then in 1998 my wife and I were 

driving through Hampshire on a camping holiday in the most awful torrential downpour I can 

remember.  For American readers I should note that it is illegal under British law to camp unless 

it is raining.  Anyway, the rain was pouring down and driving was a bit of a nightmare so we 

decided to stop for a bit.  And I saw a sign for Alton, remembered the Featherstone campaign 

and the demonstration game and so Alton was chosen as our refuge from the rain.  The rest, as 

they say, is history; we really liked the place and thought that it would be a great place to live.  

The thought stuck in our minds for the next twenty years until we eventually moved here in 

2017.  All because of Donald Featherstone’s book. 

 

The Battle(s) of Alton 

 

Actually there were two battles, one in February and the other in December 1643.  The first was 

a small affair which is often overlooked, even by the local council webpage detailing the history 

of the town.  Essentially a smallish party of Parliamentary cavalry (plus crucially a small artillery 

piece) were resting in the market square, straggling behind the main army which was retreating 

east towards the neighbouring town of Farnham (about 10 miles away).  These hapless stragglers 

(possibly as many as 200) were caught dismounted and unawares by a very strong Royalist 

cavalry vanguard which outnumbered them (possibly as many as 1500 troopers).  The 

Parliamentarians tried to surrender but the arrogant cavalier horse decided instead to ride them 

down.  Bad decision.  As the cavalry charged down the narrow streets they were blasted by the 

artillery piece and then by close range musketry, causing 80 casualties in the first charge.  After 

further close range shooting and mounting casualties the Royalists gave up and the 

Parliamentarians escaped in the night.  An insignificant skirmish (which is why no one 

remembers it) but pretty heavy casualties, with one source reporting about 150 killed.  

The real battle however, came in December 1643.  The town was garrisoned by 1000 Royalist 

troops (700 infantry and 300 cavalry).  The garrison was one of many spread too thinly across 

the county by Sir Ralph Hopton.  Hopton’s friend and soon to be nemesis, Sir William Waller, 

commanded about 5000 troops for Parliament at nearby Farnham to the east.  The Royalists had 

pickets out watching the Farnham road but Waller pulled a stunt the like of which would become 

his hallmark during the war – he marched north towards a more obvious target (Basing House) 

but turned south undetected in a night march towards Alton, launching a surprise early morning 

attack from the north, where he was least expected.  

 

Outnumbered 5:1 the bewildered Royalists desperately tried to pull themselves together but their 

cavalry, seeing the odds, fled, chased some way by Haselrige’s famous lobsters.  The chase 

would make a good game in itself incidentally.  Anyway, the Royalists appear to have been 

positioned within houses in the town and a small ‘half-moon’ fortification.  The defenders were 

soon evicted from the fortification and a firefight broke out along the north edge of town until 

Waller’s artillery came up and forced the Royalists from the houses in which they were 

sheltering.  The battle now became a running fight eastwards down the High Street complete 

with house to house fighting, houses being set on fire and a great deal of confusion.  

 

The Royalists appear to have turned one building, either a stone house or great barn depending 

on the source you read, into a strongpoint.  Again, artillery forced them from this building and it 

was set on fire.  The Royalists now retreated to St Lawrence’s Church with the town full of 



smoke from burning buildings.  There is some suggestion that in lining the walls of the 

churchyard, the Royalists, short of men, propped muskets up against the wall in the manner of 

Beau Geste to fool the enemy into thinking it was more strongly defended.  This seems a bit 

fanciful but, whatever, the Parliamentarians got over the wall at some point and this was the 

signal for a Royalist collapse with many defenders surrendering and others rushing for the safety 

of the church itself.  Here, around the main door, the fleeing defenders became a mob and many 

were cut down. 

 

And so to the final showdown – the attackers pushed their way into the church at the backs of the 

panicking Royalists only to find the church barricaded with pews and dead horses with more 

defenders waiting for them, led by the overall Royalist commander Colonel Bole.  The fight was 

fierce until Bole, after personally killing as many as seven men, was killed in the pulpit.  At that 

point the heart went out of the remaining defenders and they surrendered.  

 

A pretty dramatic battle then.  

 

The Wargame 

 

The map, which I found in a book The Civil War in Hampshire by Tony MacLachlan, gives you 

a good idea of the lay of the land and is a nice reference for setting up the terrain. 

 

 

 

For rules I used the Pikeman’s Lament by 

Dan Mersey which are a favourite of mine 

because, like the author’s other rules 

published by Osprey, they focus not on large 

formal battles but on smaller, scruffier fights 

– more than a skirmish but not quite a battle 

either.   

 

In Lament we are not concerned with 

formations but with groups of men battling in 

confused, scrappy situations which is perfect 

for the nature of the fighting in Alton.  I used 

these rules in my Siege of Lyme Regis refight 

which I wrote about last issue and I’ve 

reviewed most of Dan Mersey’s Osprey ‘blue 

book’ rulesets on the SWA blog.  I really 

heartily recommend them for this sort of war 

of outposts type fighting.  

 

 

 

 

 



Now, the battle itself can be broken down in to several phases: 

1. The cavalry attack and subsequent chase 

2. The attack on the half moon 

3. The firefight between Royalists in the houses facing north and the Parliamentary infantry 

and artillery attacking from the north 

4. The running street-fight going broadly west-east towards the church 

5. The fighting around the stone house/great barn and the churchyard 

6. The final showdown inside the church 

 

If you are using Lament, then you could fight the battle episodically using the scenarios at the 

back of the book.  The ‘Morning Assault’ scenario would work well for the fight over the half-

moon;’ Beating Up Quarters’ works nicely for the assault on and through the town while ‘Storm 

the Redoubt’ can be used for the attack on the church.  This is probably the easiest option 

especially if you have a small playing surface and don’t have space to set out the whole town. 

 

 



I decided to fight the whole battle as a single game.  The photo above shows the table set up.  

The table itself is 5’x3’ so not huge.  The buildings are paper models of a medieval town bought 

at an English Heritage shop at some historic building or other.  Although medieval, I thought 

they looked fine for ECW.  

 

I didn’t do the cavalry action, mainly because there wasn’t one really.  However I do think there 

is a separate game here – the Royalist cavalry ran for safety towards Winchester (about 20 miles 

to the west), chased for part of the way by the Parliamentarian horse.  The latter tried very hard 

to not only chase the cavaliers but also to cut them off by detaching small bodies of horse to 

block the possible escape routes.  You could probably play this as a cat-and-mouse chase game 

with point to point movement.  I haven’t tried it and it would need some development but I bet 

you could get a good game out of this. 

 

Anyway, I started with the assault on the half-moon and just played the game as it unfolded.  

Initial Royalist dispositions were as follows: 1 small unit of ‘commanded shot’ in the half-moon, 

1 unit of shot in the stone house (marked GB on the map) and another unit of shot in the church.  

The remainder (2 units of shot and 2 units of pike) were placed in random houses throughout the 

town.  The Royalist force equated to 26 points in Lament terms.  All units were 

asleep/disorganised and required a successful Move activation at -1 in order to stand to.  Pretty 

easy to replicate if using other rules.  

 

The Parliamentary forces attacked from the near table edge (north) more or less where the green, 

yellow and white regiments are marked on the map.  Initially I gave the attackers 32 points worth 

of units, about 50:50 pike and shot (but including a ‘forlorn hope’) with a further 16 points 

coming on as reinforcements in turns 2-6, including two guns.  This might have been slightly too 

much for game balance, but in reality they did outnumber the defenders 5:1 so it’s not 

outrageously unfair.  

 

I ruled that any Royalist unit cut off from the church 

would surrender.  This ensured that, while the defenders 

would fight, they would have to do so while retreating 

up the main street as they did in the real battle.  Also I 

made it easy to set a building on fire so as to incentivise 

this tactic – in the real battle both sides seems to have 

done this in order to provide a smokescreen.  I simply 

decided randomly the wind direction and had smoke 

drift accordingly; no shooting was permitted through the 

smoke.  

 

You can immediately see that this battle would not suit a 

two-player game – the Royalists simply cannot win, 

outnumbered 5:1, surprised and disorganised.  But as a 

solo game it worked well.  For the Royalists it is a 

question of how long they can hold out and how much 

damage they can cause to the enemy.  

 



 Lament also has rules for officers whereby you follow the fortunes of one officer on each side 

and see how well they do.  This is simple but clever and I think it enhances the solo experience, 

especially in a battle like this one where the result is not in doubt, allowing you to focus on the 

exploits of one or two individuals.  

 

How It Played 

 

As I said, I started with the assault on the half-moon which was led by a forlorn hope.  The 

fortification was quickly taken and meanwhile Royalist units were shaking themselves in to 

some sort of order, except one unit housed at the extreme western end of town which couldn’t 

seem to wake itself up.  

 

Fighting centred around the half-moon and just to the west of that.  Gradually Royalist resistance 

was ground down as the attackers assaulted buildings in the centre.  One Royalist unit effectively 

committed suicide by disobeying an order to shoot, instead charging recklessly from the cover of 

a house into the open and then got itself surrounded and shot to pieces.  A Royalist unit in the 

stone house was causing all sorts of trouble with damaging shooting towards the half-moon until 

it was forced by artillery fire to retreat (but not before setting the house ablaze).  Meanwhile our 

sleepy unit to the west finally got themselves together and fought its way eastwards up the main 

street in an effort to prevent being cut off.  Finally they were run to ground and staged a last 

stand in an inn and stables.  

 

 
 

 

 



 
 

 
 



 
 

 
 



 
 
With several houses now ablaze, the surviving defenders (only two units) gathered around the 

church.  Here is the scene from the church tower looking westward as the final assault comes in. 

 

 



After a sharp and protracted firefight, in which Waller himself was nearly killed, one unit of 

Parliamentary pike managed to force itself into the church where the remnants of the defenders 

were just too weak to resist any further.  

 

Conclusion 

 

So there we have it; a really enjoyable game, if very one-sided.  The scruffy, scrambling type of 

fighting was fun to recreate with house to house combat, lots of smoke drifting around blocking 

line of sight and plenty of confused, desperate fighting.  As I’ve said, Dan Mersey’s Pikeman’s 

Lament is perfect for this sort of thing.  Other rules could of course be used but you need to make 

sure that they concentrate on this messy sort of combat rather than formal battle-lines.  You’re 

looking for units of company size here.  

 

You could of course refight the first battle of Alton.  

For this you will still need plenty of buildings, 

arranged in a market square type formation with your 

dismounted Parliamentarian cavalry and cannon in 

the square itself.  The approach roads should be 

narrow, forcing the Royalist horse to bunch up as 

they charge, providing a very dense target for the 

gunners and carbines.  The danger is that this could 

degenerate into a shooting gallery game which would 

not be much fun but you could design a scenario 

whereby after the first charge, the cavaliers could try 

an outflanking manoeuvre or two.  They will need to 

win within a certain, pretty tight, timeframe 

otherwise night will fall and the defenders will slip 

away.  If you try this, please let me know how it 

plays out and how you did it. 

 

The cavalry chase from the second battle could also 

make a great little game - I’m thinking a map mini-

campaign - but again if you try it, let me know how 

you did it.  

 

It is a little odd to think that the reason I now live in Alton (only about a 5 minute walk from the 

church) is a chapter in a book by Don Featherstone and a demonstration game based on that 

chapter played nearly thirty years ago.  However, researching and refighting a battle that 

happened in your hometown adds an extra dimension to your gaming because you are so familiar 

with the location.  I certainly found this with Alton (where I live) and with Lyme Regis (where I 

have spent many holidays).  A future project will focus on the Channel Islands (where I was 

born).  If you give it a try, I for one would be very interested to read about how you did it. 
 


