BLOODY APRIL

Published by SPI in August 1979 (revised edition).  Designed by Richard Berg.

Description Regimental/battery simulation of the Civil War Battle of Shiloh; 115 yards to the hex; revised Terrible Swift Sword system.  

Components two 22x32" full-color maps; 2000 back-printed counters; 36 page rule booklet; 6 page historical briefing booklet; 6 game charts; two counter trays; boxed.

Graphics The game map, dominated by green woods and blue water, is pleasing and generally clear, although the important differentiation between creeks and streams is hard to tell.  Counters are functional with adequate markers.
Series A significant revision of the Terrible Swift Sword (1976) series also used in Stonewall (1978). 

Review 

Bloody April is Richard Berg’s major revision of the Civil War regiment/battery level game system he debuted in Terrible Swift Sword in 1976.  While wildly successful (the Charles Roberts Award winner for game of the year) TSS had some problems that Berg addressed here.
One issue was that strength and effectiveness was strictly a function of the number of rifles in a regiment, thus making veteran, run down units vulnerable to much larger, green regiments—exactly the reverse of history.  Berg added morale ratings; a die roll at various stressful times (first entering combat, taking casualties) tells whether the unit routs or stays to fight some more.  Many of the units on both sides at Shiloh had not “seen the elephant” (been in battle) so they have morale ratings of ? and roll when first engaged.  Any one regiment can be the Grenadier Guards, or a herd of sheep. 
Another problem was ammunition:  infantry units in TSS ran out of bullets randomly, on a die roll.  You could shoot off everything in one attack or charge all day and never run out.  While most engagements were by brigade, units of the brigade would run dry at wildly differing times.  BA resolves this by a record sheet on which you mark off a box each time the unit fires; when the boxes are all checked you’re empty and have to find a wagon to reload from.  
The third issue was fatigue:  units just didn’t tire out.  With no ammunition worries, never tiring, regiments could go all day, absorbing huge casualties without becoming exhausted or running out of shot and shell.  Berg used the accounting approach for Bloody April:  every time a unit moves or fights it marks off another box on the record sheet; when the boxes are used up the unit’s effectiveness plummets and it has to rest.
All of this is recorded on the Brigade roster sheet, with the helpful advice to photocopy the thing.  Sure enough, you don’t need “a” sheet, you require a whole notebook full of the damn things, and a CPA to keep track of all this.  First start by copying the entire order of battle of both armies on the forms.  Say, one regiment moves against another:  check off the box for fatigue, roll for morale (if it’s a first timer), roll for gunfire, check off an ammo box, take return fire (same thing), if you take a casualty put a strength marker under the regiment, move the army-level marker, mark off a roster box, check for morale and possible stragglers (more die rolling and checking off).  Whew!  I seriously doubt anybody played the game very long with all this paper work and die rolling.  

Which is too bad because the game situation is quite interesting.  The Confederates surprise Grant’s army, to the extent that some units may find out the battle is on when waves of Rebels come charging thru their camps.  The mechanics of what Union units are alerted when are not simple but seem to work smoothly.  The South has overwhelming strength to start, but it is playing against the clock, for on the second day Buell and the Army of Ohio show up and they will be hopelessly outnumbered—if enough of Grant’s army has survived to hold the landing, for Buell must cross the Tennessee River to get to the battlefield.  Half the Confederate force (Polk’s and Breckenridge’s Corps) arrive in column so the Southern player has the opportunity to direct his thrust in several ways.  The tangled terrain, much of it wooded creek bottoms, does not lend itself to neat battle lines, and opportunities for counterattack are frequent.  Until late in the afternoon of the first day it’s anybody’s game.  The actual battle came down to one last Rebel attack, repulsed by Union siege artillery and gunboats, at dusk of the first day.  Bloody April can end that way, too.
The key to the game is Pittsburgh Landing, where Buell’s force will cross the Tennessee River.  From the first turn, the Confederates must shift their weight to the right, to drive for the Landing and push the Northern forces away.  That was Johnston’s original plan, which fell apart when he was killed.  The Union player must defend there with everything he’s got.  Don’t hesitate to use those gunboats; they are immensely powerful near the river.  The best defensive positions are just inside the woods facing a clearing, where the defenders get a one-column shift and the attackers do not.  Note the rule that only 4 strength points (or one battery) can fire thru a hexside; that one column difference can win the battle.  

You’re going to have to figure out how to play this thing without all that paper shuffling.  We found that the point-blank range of most engagements (because of all those woods and ravines) wrecks units long before they would be fatigued or out of ammo, so maybe the game dynamics just make it work out.  If it does, this can be a pretty interesting game, for the first day.  I doubt many people bother with the second.

RATING:  6.5 if you use some house rules; 3 with RAW
RWB June 2008
