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ON HALLOWED GROUND: ON HALLOWED GROUND: 

Following his enthusiastic introduction to playing the American Civil War at ‘epic’ (or thereabouts) scale in the 
last issue, this month Neil Smith talks ACW battlefield topography considerations.

A famous historian once said that to truly appreciate history you 
have to go where it happened. Of course, he did not have access to 
the internet, but he still makes a valid point. Take the American Civil 
War, for example, and stand on the Confederate artillery line and 
see what was expected of Pickett’s Division, attempting to advance 
over wide open ground with thousands of Union soldiers firing at 
you, or cross Burnside’s Bridge at Antietam and feel the exposure of 
being under fire that must have seemed like the soldiers were on the 
Lake Pontchartrain Causeway. While there are many aspects of the 
America Civil War that make it worth wargaming, one of the most 
underrated is the terrain over which great battles were fought. Within 
a few hundred yards, soldiers could find themselves going from open 
ground with little cover to claustrophobic cauldrons of combat with 
no room to move. This article highlights some of the terrain features 
that American Civil War soldiers had to contend with, and that you 
can recreate on your miniature battlefields.

BEING SEEN AND UNSEEN

The single biggest surprise when visiting American Civil War 
battlefields is that they are not flat. They may have flat sections, 
but they tend not to be expansive. The best example of a flat plain 
is the centre of the Gettysburg battlefield where, on 3 July 1863, 
12,500 men under General George Pickett advanced up a flat, gentle 
slope for three-quarters of a mile against a barrage of artillery and 
musketry. The result was an almost inevitable disaster. A similar 
fate befell the Union troops that crossed the Rappahannock River at 
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“Orchards, while not much of an impediment, 
saw severe fighting at Gettysburg.”
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Fredericksburg the previous 
December, though the 
town’s buildings ameliorated 
some of the damage when 
the Federals crossed 
open ground towards the 
Confederates ranged along 
Marye’s Heights. The last 
hundred yards or so before 
contact was usually flat, 
however, which is one 
reason why casualties could 
sometimes be so extreme 
as two lines of relatively 
fresh soldiers squared off to 
exchange musket volleys at 
close range.
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WHY WOULDN’T YOU?

At the beginning of the American Civil War, a common theory of 
honour and manliness dictated that men stood in open ground to 
exchange fire even if there was suitable cover nearby. This was 
how the Napoleonic Wars were fought, they argued, and that was 
how Americans should fight too. The ever-pragmatic Americans 
quickly dumped that idea, though it lingered into 1862, leading 
to the avoidable carnage at Shiloh on 6 - 7 April. Part of the 
reason for the change in philosophy, which was driven by 
soldiers not generals, was simply the amount of cover available, 
particularly in the more cultivated Eastern theatre. Foremost 
among ad hoc field defences were the almost ubiquitous snake or 
split-rail fences. These were unique to North America, especially 
in frontier regions where wood was plentiful, and took their 
name from their distinctive zig-zag construction of stacked cross-
poles. While these were not going to offer much protection, they 
provided some, and they were useful to rest your musket on for 
better aiming. The good news is that these singular fences are 
very easy to make for your American Civil War battlefield. For 
my 15mm battles, I used a box of beheaded matches painted light 
grey and my fences look exactly like those at Antietam, honest!

The battlefield of Antietam highlights the  
typical undulating nature of ACW battlefields.

Battle of Cold Harbor, 1864. Tangible folds  
in the ground and intense fire at close-range  
broke up assaults with heavy casualties.

Snake-rail  fences take their name from their distinctive 
zig-zag construction of stacked cross-poles. 
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The best word to describe American Civil War battlefields is undulating. The land, particularly in the Eastern theatre between and 
around Washington DC and the Confederate capital of Richmond is often rolling terrain. The battlefield of Antietam, fought over on 
17 September 1862 in Maryland, highlights this, particularly when the marching routes are viewed from the side. The fields slope 
gently up and down, but without causing too many tactical problems; although longer range artillery would have been impeded in 
some places. Nevertheless, even the gentlest of slopes could dip out of sight, providing some temporary relief for advancing troops, 
such as at Malvern Hill on 1 July 1862. More tangible folds in the ground occurred on other battlefields causing problems for 
defenders and attackers, for example, in some parts of Spotsylvania Court House, 8 May - 21 May 1864, and Cold Harbor, 31 May - 
12 June 1864, where intense fire at close-range broke up assaults with heavy casualties. These dips and hollows cause problems for 
wargamers because our tables are flat - we play a 3D game on a 2D surface. One way to get around this is the ‘old-school’ method of 
placing books under the battlefield cloth to create slopes; or put down lots of hills and declare them as hummocks or knolls. Either 
way should prevent long-range firing and bring the combat up close and personal as often happened during the War.
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Walls occur less frequently than fences 
in accounts of battles, primarily because 
there were fewer of them to stand 
behind. But as the Union soldiers found 
advancing out of Fredericksburg, an 
enemy line behind a stone wall became 
an immovable object; although it should 
be noted that walls are useless when 
outflanked. Gettysburg also features stone 
walls, the most famous of which was the 
low stone wall at Little Round Top that 
the advancing Confederates could not 
cross. These were dry-stone walls and are 
also easy to construct with kitty litter and 
glue. No wall? No fence? No problem. 
American Civil War soldiers were adept 
at constructing their own defences. The 
simplest method was to dig a trench 
and rampart - note, we are discussing 

temporary 
fieldworks 
here not the 
well-prepared 
defensive 
positions 
around 
towns and 
key points. 
The second 
method was 
to reinforce a 
position using 
whatever was 
to hand. On 
26 June 1862, 
Union soldiers 
dug and 
constructed 
temporary 
fieldworks 

at Beaver Creek Dam and shot down 
the advancing Confederates at a ratio 
of three to one. Perhaps the best 
example of temporary fieldworks was at 
Chancellorsville where both sides used 
them, though the Confederates were 
more careful at covering their flanks. In 
the Western theatre it is worth looking 
at the fieldworks for the battles around 
Chattanooga in late 1863. By 1864, 
when Grant took command of all Union 
forces, creating temporary fieldworks was 
widely accepted. When it comes to our 
battlefields, do as they did, and grab what 
you have to make field defences, while 
a trench is best suggested by a rampart: 
digging a hole in your dining room table 
will not go down well.

YOU KNOW WHERE YOU’RE AT?

A striking factor for many American 
Civil War battlefields is that they 
are usually remembered for some 
peculiarity of terrain, whether that be 
natural or man-made. Some features are 
common to some; for example, sunken 
roads, which as the name suggests 
are roads running beneath the level of 
their surrounding terrain. The classic 
example is at Antietam, which also had 
the benefit of a snake fence running 
along its embankment. The famous wall 
at Fredericksburg also had a sunken 
road running behind it. Woods were 
also a common feature. The Battle of 
the Wilderness, 5 May - 7 May 1864, 
is perhaps the most famous example, 
being fought almost entirely in woods 
and clearings, but woods featured 
prominently at Chancellorsville and 
Spotsylvania too. Orchards, while not 
much of an impediment, saw severe 
fighting at Gettysburg and Antietam, and 
the famous Peach Orchard Hill of the 
Battle of Nashville, 15 December 1864. 
While we are in the produce section, we 
should take note of fields as battlefield 
terrain given many battles were fought in 
farming country; for example, Brawner’s 
Farm at Second Manassas, 29 August - 30 
August 1862. The most famous cornfield 
was Miller’s Field at Antietam, which 
was the scene of astonishing carnage. 
At Gettysburg we had a wheatfield or 
the ‘Bloody Wheatfield’ as it came to be 
known after over two hours of back and 
forth fighting. Crops of all shapes and 

The famous low stone wall on Little Round Top, Gettysburg. As 
seen on the Wargames Illustrated Salute game table Wi xxx.

The rock strewn landscape of Devil’s Den at Gettysburg.



59

sizes were fought over during the Civil War and several manufacturers 
make corn, wheat and other cereals for your consideration, or you can 
always turn to the ubiquitous door mat for help in this department. 

I am not sure how to categorize the rock-strewn slope of Little Round 
Top at Gettysburg leading down to Devil’s Den, but we will sneak it in 
here under geological features.

Buildings and constructions are our last stop in this tour of American 
Civil War battlefield terrain. Churches were a very common sight in 
19th Century America and it is no surprise they were a visible feature 
on our battlefields because their spires were obvious rallying points. 
Again, Antietam has the Dunker Church, but there was the Battle of 
Salem Church, 3 May - 4 May 1863, and the Battle of Old Church, 30 
May 1864, and not to forget Shiloh Church on that battlefield. Bridges 
over troubled waters were prominent at Antietam (Burnside’s Bridge) 
and the stone bridge at Second Manassas. Finally, we come to houses, 
which are not so frequent out in the country, but spare a thought for 
the unfortunate Wilmer McLean who lived quietly at Manassas until 
the war found him. He then moved further into the country to a small 
village in Virginia called Appomattox where Lee surrendered to Grant, 
ending the war. His final indignity was seeing his house stripped bare by 
souvenir hunters immediately after the surrender!

Some of the buildings in the Warlord Games/Sarissa Epic ACW range.

“Bridges over troubled waters  
were prominent at Antietam.”

“Woods featured prominently  
at Chancellorsville”
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