Pike and Shot in the Sixteenth Century

By Peter Bogdasarian

A comparison of Paris vaut bien une messe! (Vae Victis) and Donde No se Ponía el Sol (Alea).

Paris vaut bien une messe! (Vae Victis)

http://www.boardgamegeek.com/game/9835

Donde No se Ponía el Sol (Alea)(Tercios)
http://www.boardgamegeek.com/game/20573
I’ve been promising Grant Whitley this for a while and it’s finally done.  The following is a look at sixteenth century warfare and how the two designs mentioned above succeed and fail in simulating some of its finer points.

Translations of the rules for Tercios and Paris is Worth a Mass are available at the above links – I recommend people download them to follow along.

The Lance and the Pistol

The first problem one encounters when modeling 16th century formations is the evolution in cavalry tactics.  This is an era when cavalry equipment, tactics and formations are all in flux.  As near as I can find, the first use of the Wheelock by mounted troops occurs in 1543 at Stuhlweissenburg (Székesfehérvár) against the Ottomans.  The question of whether cavalry should prefer the pistol or the lance – and how best to use them – would have a major role on tactics over the next century.

Paris is Worth a Mass and Tercios share two main classes of cavalry, though each game supplements this with an extra type.  

Present in both games:

The Gendarme is a heavily armored cavalryman armed with a lance.  French Gendarmes used the en haye formation, a broad front seldom deeper than two ranks.  (In Paris is Worth a Mass, a number of other types of cavalry are presumably folded into this description – French chevaux-legers and the demi-lancer).

German Reiters favored the pistol and normally used a deep column (for the Huguenots 14-15 men broad in 6-7 ranks) to deliver the caracole, wherein they would approach the enemy, discharge their pistols at a range of 10-15m and then wheel to the flanks to allow the next rank to carry out the same task.  Reiters in Huguenot service would discharge their pistols in a caracole, then strike home with the broadsword.
Paris is Worth a Mass throws in the Cuirassier for those battles occurring near the end of the French Wars of Religions (Ivry, Coutras (unreleased)).  This is the cavalryman so familiar to Musket and Pike Battle System (MPBS) players – an armored cavalryman with a brace of pistols for close combat and a sword for melee.  Like the Reiters, the Cuirassiers preferred a column formation, but, as tactics evolved, they came to prefer the charge over the caracole.  In Paris is Worth a Mass, the cuirassiers are the kings of the battlefield and players who have seen them fight will understand why they are the principal cavalry unit in MPBS battles.
Tercios, meanwhile adds several types:

Gennets: the Gennets described by the rulebook are lighter lancers than the Gendarmes, closer to the English demi-lancer in armor (half armor) and armament (short lance).  They are essentially a more mobile shock cavalry.


This is a strange bit of terminology as the historical Ginetes/Genitors fought as skirmishers, often using a shield and javelin.  The Spanish certainly fielded the lancers described above, but I’m not sure if they called them such.

Black Cassocks (herreruelos): these are ranged combat cavalry in Tercios and they are armed with pistols.  Some also carried a carbine (Herguletiers).  They appear to have fought with both fire and shock.
Modeling the cavalry

It may prove best to start by examining the actual units depicted in the game we are looking at and their attendant capabilities.  To help orient readers, the attached picture shows a Gendarme and a Reiter unit from each game.

<attach two cavalry.jpg>

The units in Paris is Worth a Mass carry very little information on the counter itself.  The left number is their morale, the right their movement rate.  The number inside the black diamond on the Reiter indicates that it may carry out ranged fire against an adjacent unit, hitting on a 6+.

What is more important are the synergies behind these numbers.

Paris is Worth a Mass gives the Gendarmes several advantages and disadvantages.  They receive a +2 momentum bonus when charging and Reiters cannot carry out reaction movement against them (though they may fire).  However, Gendarmes intercept less often (-1) and once their en haye formation is broken by suffering a morale loss, may never recover to better than disordered status.

Reiters in Paris is Worth a Mass may move and shoot and get a +1 DRM from the shock chart when attacking Gendarmes.  

Unit in Tercios have their morale class in the upper right corner (C-V-R-P with P being the best), their strength points beneath that (1-4) and then their attack/defense modifiers.  All of the cavalry in Tercios has the exact same movement allowance (3 in phase 1, 2 in phase 2) and pays the same movement costs.  The only differences among units are those supplied by the shock table and the ability of herreruelos to shoot out to two hexes (with a penalty on their effect rolls).
The shock modifiers in Tercios are fairly sparse.  Gendarmes get a +1 to attack Jennets and Reiters and a +2 against Herreruelos.  Jennets and Reiters get a +2 to attack Herreruelos.  Herreruelos operate at a -2 against all of the other types of cavalry.
As the above shows, there exists considerable disagreement between the two games as to the role and effectiveness of lance vs. pistol cavalry.  Paris is Worth a Mass advantages whichever side is on the attack – attacking Gendarmes can quickly build monstrous melee advantages but Reiters can create their own excellent opportunities after fire.
Tercios, on the other hand, portrays Reiters as being shock-only forces and privileges the lance and armor of the Gendarmes above the other classes.  The herreruelos range fire is largely ineffective against enemy cavalry (8.33% of inflicting a combat result) and they receive the worst of it in melee.  With no penalties for having their en haye formations sundered, the Gendarmes are the kings of the battlefield.
I think Tercios is incorrect in its model of cavalry against cavalry engagements.  The lance died out from the battlefields of Europe in the 17th century as the model of the cuirassier proved superior.  The logic of the combat system in Tercios, however, suggests that the Gendarme presented the road to success and that the Gennets, Reiters and Herreruelos should have given way to the heavily armored cavalryman with the lance.

This is aggravated by looking at how Tercios depicts the battle of Salses (1639) in one of its scenarios.  The cavalry on both sides in this battle is shown as the same mishmash of Gendarmes, Reiters and Gennets, when by this point in history, both the Spanish and the French had reequipped their cavalry as Cuirassiers.  The model of the cavalry here, with its emphasis on lances, is therefore inaccurate and 
I think the best way of understanding how the Tercios falls down in its modeling of cavalry is to look at how cavalry handles enemy infantry.

The caracole developed for use against enemy pikemen, allowing Reiters to engage heavy infantry outside of the range of the pike.  (as apparently occurred at Dreux (1562))  In Paris is Worth a Mass, they can do this, inflicting a combat result 35% of the time on a morale 7 infantry unit.  

In Tercios, however, they cannot attack infantry with fire combat at all, which dramatically misrepresents the point of their armament.  The caracole is not folded into shock combat either, for Reiters & herreruelos receive the same penalties as Gendarmes and Jennets against enemy pikemen.

Modeling Infantry

Infantry units in Paris is Worth a Mass follow the same rating scheme as the cavalry.  Their shock and musket abilities are primarily dependant on the proportions of pikemen and arquebusiers represented by the counter.

Infantry units in Tercios are separated into fire (sleeve) and shock (switzer) units.  These units may stack as squadrons, but then have their movement cut down to 1mp.
To illustrate what is wrong with the Tercios system, one need look no farther than its OOB for Nieuport.  Here, the Spanish receive 4 arquebusier units and 10 shock units, while the Dutch receive 4 arquebusier units and 9 shock units, giving them essentially the same ratios of forces with the differences in capability coming from morale (favoring the Spanish) and size of formation (favoring the more pike heavy Dutch).
God almighty, what is going on here?

The tercio, as present at Nieuport, consisted of a central block of pikemen with supporting sleeves of shot.  The ratio of personnel is approximately 50% shot to 50% pike.  The shot moved with the pike in a dense formation – with sleeves of 25 or more ranks deep, a tercio sacrificed immediate firepower for sustained firing – it could maintain a steady fire for over a hour.

The Dutch, meanwhile, fought as smaller battalions, with the pike supporting the shot.  A battalion consisted of 300 shot and 250 pike, with 2 battalions forming a regiment.  They possessed much more maneuverability and more of the shot fired at a time.
Nieuport should therefore be a clash of different infantry organizations, with the Dutch enjoying an advantage in firepower and the Spanish durability and shock.  In Tercios, the Dutch units are better at shock (because Spanish units cannot counterattack if the Dutch have more strength points) and the two armies equal in firepower – a rather unusual reading of the historical situation.

Paris is Worth a Mass does not cover Nieuport, but it is easy to see how the units would change after looking at the counter mix.  Forces with a high proportion of muskets receive a better fire number, but are disadvantaged on the shock table. (compare a French infantry (50% shot) to a Swiss (10% shot) – the French unit hits on a 4+ versus an 7+ but the Swiss unit enjoys a +2 at shock)  The durability of the denser formations, meanwhile, is reflected through their better morale ratings. (with the side effect of creating an additional bonus on the shock table)  A confrontation between a Tercio and a French unit sees the Tercio shock at a +2, plus any morale bonus, placing the shot-heavy French unit in an awkward position.  It will need to shoot first and to trust in the power of its guns, to have a chance of turning back a pike-heavy formation.

Interestingly, if the French unit can weather the initial pummeling at the hands of the Tercio, then it ends up in a better position.  Units in Paris is Worth a Mass automatically lose a morale level for engaging in close combat, so an attacker cannot afford to keep hammering away with shock as his units will become ineffective. (this is slightly glib as summaries go – combats between shaken units see one less level of morale loss on both sides, making their combats fairly ineffectual)  Fire can therefore prove an effective way to finish off an enemy unit which has been whittled away at through shock – a slightly unusual result from the history.

Systemic Concerns

I’ve already discussed many of the systemic concerns in Paris is Worth a Mass and Tercios, but I’d like to go into a little more detail about the comparison.

Paris is Worth a Mass uses an incremental model of fire – a unit failing a morale check (from being fired upon) loses one morale level.  Since a unit must lose three morale levels to break – and four to be eliminated – they can stand nose to nose with each other for at least three exchanges of fire before being driven off.  (unlike standard MPBS where casualty threshold will normally kick in and clear off the low morale units)

Tercios, by comparison, treats fire as decisive in result.  Units are either retreated or eliminated from an adverse fire combat result.

As one might expect, the odds of achieving a successful result in Tercios are greatly reduced.  You get one die, hitting on a “6” (versus sleeves or troops) or a “5-6” (versus switzers) and then roll on another table for an effect.  Fire at a Switzer is therefore effective 22.2% of the time at 1-2 hexes and 16.6% at 3 hexes.  Against sleeves and troops, these #s are basically halved.  Elimination occurs only at 1 hex range and occurs 5.4% of the time against switzers and 2.7% of the time against cavalry.

Morale and unit size in the Tercios are of no impact when exchanging volleys.  The famed density of the Spanish Tercio and the extended line of the Dutch battalion (bringing more guns to bear) present no challenge.  Indeed, fire is often the only effective means of defeating high morale units in the game.
Meanwhile, in Paris is Worth a Mass, a Tercio firing on a morale 7 (standard) unit will have a 64% chance of causing a lost morale level.  (these #s rise to 72% against a morale 6, 55% against a morale 8).  Fire therefore causes results much more often and players will watch their lines deteriorate in capability for having become engaged.
Both systems are trying to mash a lot of factors together into their fire combat systems, but I feel that Paris is Worth a Mass is more effective.  Combat resolution in the Tercios is dominated by outlier results (low odds eliminations) and overlooks a number of factors that, historically, proved quite significant to the participants.

Shock


I encourage readers to go and look at the shock rules for the Tercios, because they are very difficult to explain.  Important for our consideration is that only the defender suffers negative results (*) and these become very unlikely as his morale improves, with “P” morale units being almost impossible to disconcert in melee, due to the fact that they get to roll as many dice as the attacker and receive an enormous bonus on their roll.  (* - cavalry staging an attack during the movement phase is an exception to this – they may be forced to retreat if their attack fails)  

Here are the odds for melee combats between +0 units (any attacker and a conscript defender) producing a result against the defender:

3 dice
33.1% 

2 dice
32.25% 

1 die
25%

Here are the odds for melee combats between a +0 attacker (any) and a +4 defender (P morale):

3 dice
5.64%

2 dice
5.3%

1 die
2.7%

As you can see, bringing more strength points to bear against a P morale defender has some impact on the final odds, but only a slight one (since they always catch up in dice).  In general, one is fighting an uphill battle to try and shift a P defender.

To show what a +1 attacker bonus does to the odds:

2 dice
10.8%

1 die
5.4%

It essentially doubles the chances of gaining a favorable result, though these are still very low probabilities.  Unfortunately, bonuses to attacker rolls are hard to come by – since pike units have no flanks, the “P” morale infantry will rarely face worse than a +1 or +2 combat roll.

The Tercios therefore offers an indecisive model of shock.  The standard close combat result is no result at all and units can remain mired in toe to toe combat for long stretches of time without ever moving closer to a decisive result.

Paris is Worth a Mass, meanwhile, uses a slightly less decisive version of the MPBS system.  Units are not eliminated as often, but one side always retreats and both sides always lose a morale level (representing the disorder inherent in the shock combat).  Close combats are much more dramatic here and units will not linger in shock combat for long stretches of time.

All the reading I have done favors the Paris is Worth a Mass model, with its rapid and decisive adjudication of result.  Close combat (of whatever type) in the 16th and 17th centuries seems to have taken place fairly rapidly once the soldiers actually worked up the energy to initiate it.  (for those who are more interested in the subject, William Guthrie has a good discussion of the results of cavalry engagements in his books on the Thirty Years War)

One place where both systems share a strength is in their exploration of the double turn.

Paris is Worth a Mass uses the familiar continuation model from MPBS, where a wing may attempt to continue once per turn for a second back-to-back activation.  Continuation is based on the wing’s orders and the quality of its leader – a good leader will obtain more activations, allowing him to wreak more havoc before the other side can respond.

Rather than link its double turns to leadership, the Tercios links them to result.  A player who causes 5 more morale points of loss to the other side in a turn “wins” the turn and becomes the first player.  This creates an interesting “backhand blow” mechanic, where a player can do a lot of damage as the second player and then take over the battle with the double turn such a result grants him.  It’s an interesting way of reinforcing success and something more IGO-HUGO battle-level games might want to look into.

Conclusions

I think the Tercios covers an interesting subject but I am unconvinced by the model of warfare present in the game.  This is a crying shame – it covers a number of engagements that are truly of first impression to wargaming (such as the Aztecs against the Spanish at Otumba) and I wish it represented a better vehicle for enjoying the research that obviously went into it.
Paris is Worth a Mass, as one might expect, is really MPBS-lite, with a number of abstractions to simplify the mechanics and adjust the game system to the clunkier forces of the earlier period.  I think it is a solid system, though the battles don’t seem to have the same strength of narrative enjoyed by those found in the MPBS series – I cannot tell if this is a failing of the system or the scenarios.
