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Terrible Swift Sword The Battle of Gettysburg, 1st Edition, 1976 

 

(Game history comments and 'How to play TSS' provided by Russ Gifford) 

Game History 

The game that changed everything. Small arms with various 

ranged weapons and lots of artillery in separate sections by 

gun type. The game required leaders, command control, 

morale checks and incrimental step losses, units in various 

formations, and terrain with hills, valleys, ridge lines, woods, 

and orchards - All BEFORE Squad Leader ever thought of half 

those things! 

In many ways, Terrible Swift Sword was the culmination of 

what SPI set out to do with their TAC series games.  Just as 

Panzerblitz brought wargames from the Strategic to the 

Tactical level for armored vehicles, Terrible Swift Sword did 

the same for men with small arms and artillery. And the 

skeleton put forth in SPI's earliest TAC games ς Renassaince 

of Infantry and all the early games of Centurian, Dark Ages, 

and the many PRESTAGS games are present in Terrible Swift 

Sword.  

The key was the combination of everything, in a beautiful 

presentation, with detailed rules that made it all very 

compelling, and very playable. Unlike the previous games I 

mentioned which cut corners using generic 1 or 2 color maps 

and drab counters, Terrible Swift Sword worked into the package a map that made you see the rolling hills of the 

battlefield stretching out before you. Like Heth, you were determined to push your men down that road! 

The Playable Monster 

With three maps and 2000 counters, it was the first of SPI's tactical monsters. It also was a manjor change in the idea of 

monsters. Most, like War in the East, were big, but the rules were 'dumb' in the venacular of the day. They were at their 

core simple Move-Fight game systems. Not so with Terrible Swift Sword.  It was detailed, with formation changes, 

ranged fire using differentiated weapons, various leader qualities and the need of leaders to allow units to change 



formation, engage in melee, or to rally from morale failure. TSS was clearly the game many of us who had been playing 

wargames for a decade or more were looking for. And we liked what we got. And we proved it. 

People often say monsters were bought but not played. Certainly not true in the case of this game. Terrible Swift Sword 

would create a legion of followers who would play the campaign game and the many scenarios over and over again, and 

want more. The single map Litte Round Top scenario was the perfect introduction to the system, and I likely played it 10 

times in the first two or three months. Ironically, with an opponent, which was not always easy to come by, but this 

game invited people to play.  

As this replay will show , Terrible Swift Sword is as accessable and enjoyable today as it was 45 years ago. Only a handful 

of games can say that.  

Getting Started  

That 'quick start' will certainly be seen in this replay. The game begins as the battle of Gettysburg historically started. A 

handful of Union Cavalry under Buford arrayed along the road leading to Gettysburg, and a few brigades of 

Confederates coming on board the first turn. Fewer than 20 counters on a side for the first few turns ς but more 

marching on every hour.   

As the troops close on each other, you make choices in formation, in tactical choices, in where and when to attack or 

defend. It is an easy game to start, with less set up required of the campaign or the first day battle scenario than the 

single map Battle for Little Round Top! 

It was also an easy game to teach people. They would see the map and the counters, with their sillouettes and 

differenciated weapons, and see the brigrades stretching out over the fields, or marching in long columns on the road, 

straining to get to the front. Just like those troops, would be players intrigued by the scene wanted in ς and said so! You 

could give someone a 4 or 5 regiment brigade, and by the time they had marched them to the front, they were 

experienced enough to handle more. I am hopeful that the great pictures by TC evokes the same interest in you. In case 

it does, I have added an addendum on the end with a brief review of the rules for TSS.  

IF you want more, I have links in those rules to my 'classes' on how to play TSS/GBACW. And the Rules, CRT, charts, and 

other free downloads that might be useful in this replay are available here:  

https://www.spigames.net/GBACW_PlayerAids.htm  

If I choose to add a comment, I will place my comments in brackets. [like this.] 

But right now ς let's get started.  

[From the Scenario / Rule Book]:  

On the afternoon of June 30, two brigades or Union cavalry under General John Buford were camped in the hills west of 

Gettysburg. To the far west they could just barely see a column of Confederate infantry trudging through the steamy 

heat toward the small Pennsylvania town. A brief exchange of shots from Buford's pickets caused an immediate 

withdrawal of the Southern troops (Pettigrew's Brigade from Heth's Division, supposedly looking for supplies). Buford, a 

capable and resourceful officer, immediately sent word by courier to Major General John Reynolds, in command of the 

Union I Corps - the nearest body of troops- for Buford was not fooled by this quick Confederate disappearance. He knew 

that the Army of Northern Virginia would be back -and in force- the next day. With only 2900 troopers at his command, 

Buford decided to hold the ground, for a quick look around told him that those hills would afford an excellent position 

for receiving an attack. 

General Robert E. Lee received the information of this brief encounter from Major General Heth stoically. Heth was 

convinced that the force encountered had been local militia. He was ordered by Lee to reconnoiter in force the following 

morning. So, at about eight o'clock in the morning of July 1st the brigades of Brigadier Generals Archer and Davis 

tramped down the Chambersburg Pike from Cashtown into one of the most decisive clashes in the history of warfare.]  

https://www.spigames.net/GBACW_PlayerAids.htm


Terrible Swift Sword 1st Edition: First Day Scenario 0740 ς 1700  

Replay by TC Bradley 

Hello ς TC Bradley here. Modified my game table specifically for this:  

 

Ok, so this is going to happen. Seemed a shame to put it away unplayed. 

I am finalizing the rule set I'll be using for my play through of TSS1.  Generally, I will use a mix of TSS1, 

TSS2, and the original (std) GBACW.  Russell H Gifford's side by side comparison of the three has been a 

good starting point for this evaluation.  https://www.russgifford.net/PDFs/TSSvsGBACWv2.pdf  

[Eric Lee Smith, developer of the GBACW series for SPI, wrote to say, "Avoid the original CRT, the casualty 

rate is WAY too high." Since he fixed it in the later games explains some of the choices you see below.] 

For those following along at home, in my TSS game, I'm using a mixed ruleset, based on TSS1+errata-77 

with the optional supply rules, with FCRT/MCRT [Small Arms CRT and Melee CRT] and the Stacking rules 

from GBACW/TSS2. Additionally, for artillery v. artillery, I'm using the original TSS1 Fire CRT [meaning he is 

using the Counter Battery line from the TSS1 Fire CRT], and I'm using the BCE [Brigade Combat 

Effectiveness] charts from TSS1, but the BCE rules from TSS2. 

So it begins! 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.russgifford.net/PDFs/TSSvsGBACWv2.pdf


Terrain Key: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TSS, start of 0900, July 1, 1863.  

Buford's troops begin deployed on the Gettysburg side of Herr Ridge and north of the Hagerstown road. 

They have the 1st and 2nd Brigades of the U.S. First Cavalry Division, a single battery, and a supply wagon. 

They are dismounted, armed with carbines, and ready to fight since there is no where better to defend 

while waiting for Reynolds to send reinforcements.  

 

[Below: The lead brigades of Heth's Division of AP Hill's Third Army Corps enter in Staging Area One at 

0740, under the command of Archer (3rd Brigade) and Davis (4th Brigade).  On the following turn, as the 

lead units spot Buford, they break into line to engage the Union army.  

In the subsequent turns, as Archer and Davis reach the skirmish line thrown out by Buford's men, the rest 

of Heth's Division will start their march into history. ] 



TSS, 0820 July 1, 1863 

 



 

Close up: Buford has blunted the initial push from Archer and Davis west of Herr Ridge, with Davis' 

brigade getting the worst of it thus far.   

But Brockenbrough and Pettigrew will be coming over the next ridge line this turn.  

The Iron Brigade will be passing the Peach Orchard this turn heading north. 



[We see the full picture here below: the rest of Heth's Division is coming on, with Pegrams Artillery and a 

supply wagon at the front, and the 1 st and 2nd brigades under Pettigrew and Brockenbrough, along with 

Major General Heth (two stars) and Third Corps Lt. General AP Hill (3 stars) ] 

 

TC writes: I have been struggling to express the sense of excitement and anticipation I've had getting this 

game on the table. The very slightest glimpse of the map and units moving across the board has really 

captivated me and brought forth the deep and enduring rea sons I am still in this hobby, nearly 50 years 

later.  

Pat Hirtle commented, "That photo takes me back 40 years. No other map, no other counters, evoke such 

strong memories for me."  

[I can say the same. TC does a GREAT job on these pictures, making it easy to follow along. Trying for a 

few close ups to see if I can bring this home. 

Close up on 0820 arrivals below. In this picture we seen the supply wagon, and then the REST of the 

column, two brigades of four regiments each. (One regiment with the red in column Brigade leader 

Pettigrew, and we can't see Brockenbrough's brigade leader counter as he and his lead regiment are 

under the In Column counter, meaning everyone on down the road is also in column. At the end are 4 gun 

sections/ batteries, limbered for the road.  

The 3 star general is Third Army Commander Lt. General AP Hill, and the leader with two stars is Division 

commander, Major General Henry Heth. Note the sunken railroad cut through the ridge beside them!]  



 

[TC has some of the Arty deployed along the ridge line . N stands for the smooth bore Napoleons which 

have nasty up close capabilities, and T is for all the rifled cannons, great for longer range work and 

Counter Battery fire.  

Terrain Reminder ä Golden lines denote a ridge. Someone must be adjacent to a ridge to see over it, or be 

seen from beyond it. Gray splash marks are a slope, and adj to it, on the non-slope side, you can see 

down, and beyond the slope. If you are not on the slope, you can only see the first hex beyond it.] 

 

 

  



TSS, 1000 July 1, 1863 

Pettigrew's brigade moves into position on the Confederate right and is immediately met with carbine and 

artillery fire from the Union left on Herr Ridge.  Half the brigade routes, and another regiment is pinned 

down.  But the Union horse artillery is almost spent, having lost some caissons from Confederate artillery 

fire.  A.P. Hill orders up more artillery to try to push the cavalry off the ridge.  

 

This is the first edition. No morale ratings on the coun ters. Originally, the morale was checked by rolling 

against the current strength of the regiment. The errata added the more familiar morale rating system. I'm 

tracking the morale [from the errata]  on the BCE sheets for each brigade. 

 



Meanwhile, Wadsworth's brigades have almost reached Gettysburg. They should reach McPherson's Ridge 

in an hour. 

 

The long view. And the overview from the town to the board edge in the shot below.  



 



TSS, 1100, July 1, 1863 

As Heth gets three brigades lined up to move on Herr Ridge, Buford pulls back his cavalry, just as 

Wadsworth shows up behind McPherson's Ridge.  Brockenbrough is sent south, using the woods as cover, 

to attempt to flank the Union position.  

 



[Let's see if we can get a close up on these?] 

Meanwhile, Robinson's 2nd Division of I Corps heads north, past the Peach Orchard along the Emmitsburg 

Road.  Doubleday is moving up the Hagerstown Road and will appear on the scene this hour.  Pender's 

Division, of A.P. Hill's III Corps is still an hour away. 



TSS, 1320, July 1, 1863  McPherson's Ridge 

 

Pettigrew and Davis made another 

charge and pushed the Iron 

Brigade out of the Wood again, 

and captured the Union battery on 

the ridge. But Davis got pinned 

down, and a counter-charge by the 

Union pushed the Confederates 

out of the woods and Davis took a 

minie-ball to the head, leaving his 

lone regiment stranded on the 

ridge. 

  



TSS, 1340, July 1, 1863  McPherson's 

Ridge 

Pender moved up in support with 

Lane's brigade in another desperate 

charge. This time, the Confederates 

pushed the 1st Division off the ridge 

for good, but at the cost of Lane's left 

arm; he was carried to the rear. 

 



1400 McPherson's finally falls to the Confederates.  

 

[Note what is not seen just to the above and right ä picture below.] 



[The threat from behind the right flank is causing trouble as Rodes' Division arrives at 1300 in Area 2, and 

Early's Division shows up at 1340 in Area 3!] XI Corps has to fall back on Gettysburg. 

 



Rodes moved south and skirmished with the lead elements of the XI Corps. The rebel columns streaming 

in from the north (Early came in on the heels of Rodes) spooked the XI Corps, probably with 

remembrances of Chancellorsville. Howard immediately began the withdrawal back to the high ground 

south of the town.  

1400 Howard sets a reserve by Cemetery and Culp's Hills. 

[Note this photo is to the RIGHT of Gettysburg in the above photo , reversing POV.] 

 



TSS, 1420, July 1, 1863 

 


































































