Ironbow – Guildford Wargames Club

Ironbow

The game uses the Ironbow 2.0 rules. The scope of the rules is warfare in the Middle East around the time of the crusades. The lists cover the Crusaders and their enemies and other armies from the period and region.

The emphasis of the rules is the command and control of troops.  Armies consist of commands each of which is made up of a number of units.  We have found 3-4 commands each of 1-3 units to be a reasonable size, although Dorylaeum was somewhat larger.  For units we normally use 2-4 elements.  Each army and commander has a defined tactical type, which controls some orders and limits which unit types are allowed.  Commanders are a vital part of the game.  Each will interpret their orders according to their own type and personality.  Commanders are also influenced by their social status, lower rank nobility are more likely to obey orders than the great peers of a realm.  In combat the prowess of a leader can make a significant difference.

Combat and casualties are abstracted, with the outcome represented by the effect on units’ behaviour.  Units respond to changes in circumstances (e.g. casualties, the rout of another unit) according to their historical prototypes preferences: knights tend to charge in response to a threat whereas Turkomen will evade.

These mechanisms are handled by separate tables for each unit type.  This sounds unwieldy, but with most armies having a limited number of unit types, whose details are grouped together on an A4 sheet, we have found we can fight most of the game using only the playsheet and one relevant sheet of unit details.  

Army status is affected by events on the battlefield, such as seizing flanking positions, the rout of units or commands.  If the battle is going badly, units will be less willing to attack; commanders will start to interpret their orders less aggressively and eventually may start to withdraw.  Recording orders and army status uses tracking sheets and counters. 

The emphasis on the commanders and their behaviour seems to us to reflect an important element of medieval warfare whilst the limited scope of the rules enables more subtle distinctions of troop types and behaviour.

The Ironbow 2.0 rules are produced by The Perfect Captain and are available as a download from The Perfect Captain's website www.perfectcaptain.50megs.com/captain.html.   There is also a discussion group on Yahoo, where the captain answered all the questions we raised in play testing the rules.

The Battle

Background

One important point was that we decided that the Crusader reinforcements should arrive on the throw of 6 (unmodified) on the initiative die by the Crusader players.  In play testing we decided that making the arrival predictable influenced the players to an unrealistic extent. A completely random timing produced the most realist behaviour.

The Battle
The action divided into three sections:
The Turkish right (East)
Two commands of Turks faced Tancred and a small command of Crusader knights.  The Turkish plan was to distract Tancred with a Turkomen command whilst the other command attacked the camp.  In practice however faced with one enemy unit the Turkish commanders interpreted their orders and concentrated on it.  Tancred was killed but his knights fought on, killing one of the Turkish commanders. Eventually, charged from flank and rear, the Crusaders routed and were destroyed. The Turks then wasted time hanging around, exchanging desultory fire with the camp defenders and waiting for orders.  Eventually orders, presumably terse, arrived from Kilij Arsalan instructing them to resume the attack on the camp.  Before this could happen another unit of knights routing from the centre was spotted and proved too tempting bait.  The net effect was that the Turkish right, despite a relatively easy win made no further contribution to the battle.

The centre

The toughest fighting took place here.  Bohemond and Duke Robert led the majority of the knights against the strongest commands in the Turkish army.  Apart from one early rout the knights were able to win melees and force the Turks back but didn't have the speed to destroy them and eventually were surrounded, although charges from all sides could not break Bohemond’s command, partly due to his personal prowess.  With Kilij Arsalan engaged in melee he could issue no orders and eventually he evaded off table to avoid one more melee with Bohemond.  This inability to issue orders made the battle more difficult for the Turks, but in the end loss of units here contributed to the decline of Crusader morale.

Bohemond eventually lost heart as the rest of the army gave way and decided to withdraw, but was fighting on bravely at the end.  If he had succeeded in killing Kilij Arsalan, perhaps the result would have been different

The Turkish left

This proved to be the decisive flank. Turkomen fell on the Crusader stragglers and pursued them back into the camp. Tatikios and his Byzantines had been assigned to support the stragglers, but after one exchange of bow fire his low aggression led to him quietly slinking off the table.  This seems a realistic way of resolving the position with regard to the Byzantine's at Dorylaeum.  They were there, but made no contribution that any chronicler could have noticed.

The Turkomen pursued straight into the camp, brushing aside the pilgrims guarding that flank.  This surprised both sides as in other games pilgrims, aided by good dice rolling, have proved to be made of sterner stuff.
The conclusion

The reinforcements failed to arrive on time. By the time Godfrey turned up with the first wave, it was really all over as Bohemond was on the verge of withdrawing and Robert had been routed, but just to add insult to injury, Godfrey then failed his charge declaration test when facing the back of a Turkomen unit at one inch range! (The Turkomen had just fallen back after failing to defeat a stout unit of foot sergeants fighting in the camp) This won us the prize for most hapless Crusader.
Conclusion: did the rules portray the battle realistically?

At one level clearly not as the result was different to the historical outcome.  However there was general agreement that the big factor here was the late arrival of the Crusader reinforcements.  This was our first and only clear Turkish victory in the scenario after four or five attempts. After each play test we have made it slightly harder for the Crusaders and perhaps, in the end, we went too far, but equally some earlier reinforcements or better luck for the Crusaders could certainly have changed the result.  

One factor we had changed, since the last play test, was to increase the number of pilgrim units in the stragglers, which we thought would make the Crusader right slightly tougher.  In practice the opposite happened, the Turkomen caught both units, although only just, and that became in effect two routs rather than one, which aided the Turks. Interesting lesson that tampering with a scenario doesn’t always have the effect you expect.
The Crusader players felt that after some early luck the fighting was one sided, but from the Turkish side it didn’t feel easy – Crusader knights are tough opposition.  As it was the Crusaders held on so grimly that we only finished one game in the day, when most other teams managed two.
