Fire and Sword in the Soudan

An introductory 19th Century Colonial wargame. 

The 19th Century saw many little wars in which cultures and technology clashed. This is one of 4 or 5 favorite periods for wargaming. It provides a romantic background for both sides, on one hand the native armies fight for freedom and the old way of life, on the other the forces of Imperialism bring modern civilization and a new order. This era also allows the gamer/modeler to field everything from rifles and machine guns to spears and swords, all eras rolled into one. It is also an era when uniforms were simple and easy to reproduce in miniature and where miniature soldiers are easy to find. 

The set up I am going to describe can be adapted to various theatres of war. The forces can be used for dozens of scenarios and can easily be expanded in modular fashion. To recreate this game you will need the following: 

1. Itemized list of materials, including costs. 

5 boxes of Armies in Plastic 54mm soldiers. 2 of #5426 Egyptian Infantry in Summer Uniform, 1 each #5440, 5441, 5442 Ansars, Fuzzy Wuzzies, Riflemen. 

(From <http://www.armiesinplastic.com> Buy 3 get 1 free) $15 x 4 = $60

1 Timpo Gattling Gun (<http://www.sdsoldiers.com/civilwarpage.html>) = $6.50 (optional) 

1 BMC Civil War set for Mounted Officer and Gun (<http://www.sdsoldiers.com/civilwarpage.html>) $6.50 

Cloth for table top $9 purchased from remnant bin at fabric shop.

Houses Mine were made from salvaged foam core but any bit of cardboard should do. Check damaged bin at art shop $5. (see <http://www.zeitcom.com/majgen/> for instructions on building houses. )

Bag of lichen $5 any hobby store

Bag of bark chips for rocks $5 Garden store or collect rocks from back yard

Cardboard for bases $2.00 From damaged bin at art store or salvaged. 

Total : $99 

Other materials:

Hills: salvaged scraps of foam or wood, books, cardboard or any scrounged material 

Rules: Free <http://www.oakglen.ns.ca/macduff/macduff.htm> for rules 

Paint and brushes: Acrylic craft paint such as Ceramcoat or Apple barrel recommended. Can be found as cheap as $1 a bottle. White glue for bases. Varnish. Sand for the bases (optional) Spray paint for cloth. 

2. Estimate of hours needed to build the game 

To assemble and paint figures and scenery: 40 hours 

3. Instructions 

CHOOSING FORCES

I have chosen to field 1880's Egyptian and Mahdist Sudanese armies composed of the sets of 54mm figures produced by Armies in Plastic (AIP). There are other manufactures such as Conte, A Call to Arms, Lone Star which provide suitable 54mm plastic figures. The same game could be played using British soldiers instead of or in addition to Egyptians, French Foreign legion vs Arabs or using British vs Zulus, Boxer Rebellion Chinese or Afghans. It is also possible to buy metal figures in various scales including prepainted toy soldiers. Any figures from 20mm to 60mm may be used without any change. For those on a very tight budget the game could be put together using 20mm plastic figures for a third of the price although the colonial sets are not always available. 

For this game roughly even forces are used, since the Egyptians are all armed with modern rifles and have plenty of ammunition while the Mahdist forces include many spear and sword armed figures, the Egyptians will be outnumbered. If high morale British forces are substituted then even fewer should be used. 

THE EGYPTIANS 

I purchased 2 boxes of AIP figures. Each box contains 20 figures in 10 poses, 2 officers and 9 soldiers. Since I decided I wanted to add a cannon or machine gun for variety, I divided the force into 4 companies each with an officer and 8 soldiers. This left me with 4 soldiers to form a gun crew. There are various guns available but for fun I chose a Timpo recast Gattling Gun, not 100% accurate, the Egyptian army normally used Gardiner machine guns but the only model I could find of these was an expensive model one and as the effect on the table was the same, I made the assumption it had found its way into Egyptian hands, perhaps off an English gunboat. I trimmed the rifles out of the hands of 2 of the crewmen to add to the look of the thing. 

Now, I needed a commander. It would have been possible to organize the Egyptians into 3 units each of 11 men and an officer or reduce the gun crew to 3 strong and paint one soldier as a sergeant to replace 

an officer but I wanted a mounted figure. Reisler makes a suitable Egyptian figure but it is hard to find and the metal ones available are expensive so I decided to convert a mounted American Civil War officer to fill the role. I used one from my spares box but BMC sells a cheap set of soldiers which provides 2 to choose from and also provides 2 guns. the soldiers them selves could be converted easily to more troops but I left that for now. The conversion is a simple one as the only item that needs adjusting is the hat. Simply trim the brim off the hat with a sharp knife to turn it into a fez. If desired a little bit of epoxy putty can be used to build up and shape the crown and add a tassel. 

THE MAHDISTS 

For the Mahdist forces, I used 1 box of each set AIP produces. This gave me 40 spear or sword men and 20 riflemen. I split these into 3 spear armed units each 12 strong and 3 rifle units each 6 strong. This left me 6 figures which I used to make a 4 man gun crew, a flag bearer and an Emir. With a little bit of work it would have been possible to make a nice Emir out of the other ACW officer but I left him on foot for the time being. I again trimmed the rifles from the gun crew. The ACW cannon from the BMC set is perfectly fine as an old gun taken over by the Mahdists but I decided to add a square breech made of epoxy putty to make it look more modern, it is not an accurate model of a Krupp by any means but gives that general impression. To make the standard bearer, I cut off the sword from 1 figure, drilled a small hole in his hand with a pin drill and pushed a piece of wire through the hole. I downloaded the flag from http://www.warflag.com/flags/select.shtml and printed it then folded in half and glued it to the staff. It could have been painted by hand instead of printing. 

PAINTING

Wash the figures with hot water and dish or laundry soap to get rid of any grease then undercoat. I usually brush on Liquitex Acrylic Matte Medium but various spray primers will do. One of the nice things about the AIP figures is that the box provides a reasonable painting guide. I like to paint in groups of 8-12 figures at a time. I glue them temporarily to a strip of cardboard or a piece of scrap wooden strapping. Then I go through painting the same colour on each figure, e.g. all the white, then all the flesh etc. Some people like to start with the flesh but I usually start with the largest colour so that I can slop it on. A batch of this size can be prepared and primed 1 night and finished in 2 sessions each an hour or so long. Don't worry about making sure each figure is absolutely perfect. once placed on the table en masse, individuals won't be noticed. 

Egyptians: Paint the figures white overall (I had some already done in blue winter uniforms so I used them but the all white summer uniform is more appropriate.) Sometimes white doesn't cover well so check the figures and touch up or apply a second coat where needed. Once that is dry, add a little bit of brown to some white paint, thin it slightly and using a fine tipped brush (0) add shadows in the crease in the clothing, the bottom of the tunic etc. The officers are different, they wore dark blue coats and pants so paint them with a Prussian or Midnight blue and add a bit of black for the shadows. 

Now paint the flesh parts with a dark flesh paint. I don't like to do the whites of the eyes, its a lot of work to get a good result and usually leaves a weird wide eyed stare. A small black dot is best with a thin black eyebrow above it. Use a fine tipped brush or else a microtip felt pen. (.05) Now paint the rifle brown then add black belts, boots, hair and rifle barrel. The rifle barrel can be left black or mix in a touch of silver and add just a few highlights. Do not paint the barrels bright silver. If you're feeling fancy add a black dot where the buttons will go. Paint the fez dark red with a black tassel. Add a gold dot over top the buttons, paint on the officers lace and give the bayonet scabbards a gold (brass) tip. Choose 1 figure in each company as an nco and paint 2 or 3 small chevrons on 1 arm. Once the figures are painted and dry, they will need a good coat of acrylic varnish to protect them. 

Mahdists: Again white is the dominant colour so paint them all white. For the riflemen and the Ansar figures in turbans use the slightly darker white/brown mix to add shadows as before. For the wilder Fuzzy-Wuzzy or hadendowah figures, mix a slightly darker shade or use some sandy coloured paint and thin it down until it is a milky consistency and then using a soft larger brush, brush it over the figures making sure it runs into the folds of cloth and doesn't collect too much on top of the folds and on any flat areas. It will stains the whole figure a dirty off white while shading at the same time. Let this dry thoroughly before proceeding. Many of the Ansar are Arabs so apply a dark, suntanned flesh colour. The Fuzzy-Wuzzies will be darker skinned as are most of the riflemen so use a dark brown for these. I have a walnut paint that I like. Now paint in the belts reddish brown and paint the hair black. Do the eyes as before. When painting the rifle barrels, you may add a bit more silver than you did for the Egyptians as the Mahdists polished their rifles. Spears may be painted in a light brown or as darker, polished wood. For the spear tips and swords, paint them using a silver/black mix then when dry add silver highlights along the edges. This will finish the Fuzzies but the Ansar and riflemen will need to have patches added. Look at the box for examples and carefully paint on the patches. Varnish as above.

FINISHING UP. The AIP figures have good steady bases and they can be used as is if you paint the bases sand colour but I like to mount them on cardboard squares to give a collection of figures from different manufacturers a uniform look. In order to accommodate the wide stances of many plastic figures, I have adopted a standard size of 1.5" by 1.5". Glue the figures down with white glue then once dry paint an earthy colour, I use Territorial Beige. Once that is dry the bases can be further enhanced if you coat the base in white glue using a toothpick to push it up to the figures feet, then dip the base in sand (I use a bit of traction sand saved from the previous winter's supply). Press the sand into the glue, shake off the excess and set aside to dry. 

HOUSES. The arab houses are simple boxes made of cardboard or foam core board. I scrounged some and have also used ordinary corrugated cardboard as well. There are plenty of good tips on the web: especially <http://www.zeitcom.com/majgen/> but in brief, I decided on a standard size (4"x4" in this case), not too big so that I can group a couple of houses into a village without dominating the table top.

I cut out a door on 1 side and a window on another, trimmed back the inside on the sides so that the back 

and front will slot into them for a smooth joint and glued them together. I added strips glued inside to support the roof and glued it into place. When dry, I painted the houses beige then while it was still wet I took a largish brush with white paint and daubed it on to give a textured look fading from almost white up top to near beige at the bottom.. 

OTHER SCENERY. It is possible to get quite elaborate with scenery but as I have limited storage and need to travel with it, I tend to go for very simple stuff. I start with a visit to a sewing supply store and check their remainder bins for a left over end of khaki coloured cloth. To make it look more natural, I buy small spray cans of flat green and yellow or brown and spray irregular splotches all over the cloth. 

For hills I use scrap pieces of foam insulation, offcuts of wood, books, what ever I can get my hands on that have the right size and shape and build the contours on my table them drape the cloth over top. Now I scatter lichen (bought from a hobby store) and rocks (bark mulch from a gardening store plus real rocks) to form areas for the native troops to hide in. Trees may be made by gluing lichen to a twig and if you keep an eye on dollarstores you can sometimes find cheap palm trees. 

4. Scenario: situation, objectives, and orders of battle.

It is 1883. Rebellion is spreading across the Sudan. Word reaches the governor that a rebel leader has arrived with a cache of arms and money in a local village. If he can seize them, maybe he can stamp out this insurrection and return to Cairo with honour............

SETUP

Select 1 of the 2 table set ups below. 'E' marks the Egyptian entry point. Set them up with 12" of the entry point. 1/2 the Mahdist forces must begin in the villages, the rest may be hidden behind the hills or in any of the rough areas marked on the map. 

<<picture of table layout goes here in DOC file>>

FORCES 

Egyptians 

1 Bold General

1 Gatling Gun, 1 nco and 2 privates. (manhandled)

4 companies each 1 officer, 1 nco and 7 privates.

All are steady regular infantry with breechloading rifle. 

(Note: If substituting AIP British Highlanders replace 2 companies of Egyptians with an Officer, bagpiper, NCO and 9 privates all Elite Steady Regulars with Breechloading Rifles. 

Mahdists

1 Bold Emir (general)

1 Flag Bearer

1 field gun with leader and 3 crew Inferior artillery (manhandled only)

3 companies each 1 leader and 5 irregular infantry with breechloading rifle, poor shots (poor ammo).

3 companies each 1 leader and 11 stubborn, impetuous irregular infantry with spears.

VICTORY CONDITIONS

Egyptians must capture all of the houses within 2 hours of playing time. The Mahdists must try to stop or delay them. 

Ross Macfarlane 

9 November 2003

