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Introduction

Remember "55 days at Peking", starring David Niven, Charlton Heston and Ava Gardner ? The Wargamer offers you the chance to recreate history… well, on second thoughts, let's say you will be able to recreate the movie (although without beautiful Ava) because I cannot determine if the game matches reality. It seems this siege involved only about 450 military and 475 civilians facing an unknown number of Chinese attackers. Casualties suffered by the besieged numbered about 65 KIA and 130 WIA. Clearly this is not Dien Bien Phu nor Leningrad…

The British troops set up along the Tartar wall, then clockwise, the Germans (3905 – 3723), the Japanese (3624 – 3732), the French (3734 – 2634), the Austrians (2340 – 1540), the Italians (1340 – 0336), the Americans (0335 – 0321), and the Russians (0218 – 1103). Chinese volunteers are spread everywhere along the line, except in the Russian and British sectors. Civilians are there too, only a few reserve units are in the rear, mostly with the artillery.

The Boxers plan is to try to break through the Russian legation area and then rush for the bridges across the canal. This will make the hospital useless and, hopefully, pin and destroy many Allied units before these can  retreat behind the canal. If the Allied units make it to safety across the canal, then the bridges can be defended fairly easily. The Boxers and Imperials are mostly organized in powerful 30-point stacks.

Turn 1

Chinese big guns ruin 2 places in the US sector (0328 – 0332). The Chinese then assault everywhere in the German and Japanese sections of the line, and attack a lone exposed French unit (3737). As all the Allied units are behind walls or in buildings, a reaction move could be made to escape the attacks, but they choose to stay in place and see if they can hold the line. A reserve Japanese unit with the Maxim gun moves back into command control range (3325). Chinese sniper fire is ineffective.

The French unit holds and repulses the attackers off map. In a bloody exchange a Japanese unit is killed but flips a Chinese unit. A German unit goes down to half strength. Boxers and Imperials have managed to gain some footholds on the outer wall. The Germans and Japanese then retreat along a North South line going through the Russian Legation, while the French retreat to the other side of the Imperial Carriage Park.

Losses

Japanese
4

German

2

Imperials
5

Boxers

5

Turn 2

The big guns create more ruins (0335, 0327, 0323). All the Chinese units are back to full strength and attack the same sector as previously. The French react by retreating towards the British Legation and the Hospital. The Japanese do the same towards the Bell Tower and the bridge (2624) but Leader Hara is pinned by too many Chinese attackers. Most Germans are in the same plight, only Leader Green retreats and stacks with Volunteers and the Colt gun. Chinese sniper fire has no effect. Hara tries to avoid combat but fails.

In the following assault, Japanese  leader Hara is killed with his accompanying 5-pt unit after failing to withdraw before combat. In the German sector, a 10-pt volunteer unit is killed, a 6-pt German unit retreats while another is flipped too. Three Chinese units go down to half strength, while a a 6-pt volunteer unit retreats. Leader Von Soden is eliminated (3507) with a 6-pt unit after failing to withdraw.

Attrition claims a 1-pt French unit.

The German sector is in real bad shape, so headlong retreat to the bridges is clearly in order. Being too far from their leaders, German and Volunteer stragglers are left behind (1 unit each). The Brits move to form a right angle to the Tartar Wall in order to link with the Germans in the US Legation. The French and Japanese are now clustered in the Hospital and the Bell Tower with a Maxim gun, while 2 units of Volunteers have reached the British Legation.

Losses

Turn 

Game

Japanese
9,Hara

13, Hara

German

9, Von Soden
11, Von Soden

Volunteers
10

10

Imperials
15

20

Boxers

10

15

Turn 3

All Chinese attackers are back to full strength. Big guns create even more ruin (0318,0330,0339).

It is time for a nasty shock for the Allies ! The speedy Imperials reach the bridge behind the French and Japanese (2524), followed closely by Boxers. This was made possible because the Japanese regrouped in the Hospital, leaving a gap between them and the Germans. The German troops are themselves in deep trouble, as some of them are almost encircled, and others are going to be caught in the open. The Chinese have reached one of their targets (3235).

The Brits retreat towards the river. Only 2 German units are not pinned by attackers and they retreat too. Now, what can be done to stop the attackers about to cross the bridge ? The bridge itself is not that important, but holding it brings 2 targets within reach of the Imperials next turn (2019, 2020).

A group of Volunteers with a 2-pdr gun moves towards the attackers (reaching 1823). The French and Japanese shift towards the bridge too, hoping to fire at the massed Boxers. On the other side of the river, the line must be shortened to free some troops. All the Austrians start running along the walls to reach the crisis at the bridge (reaching 2337). The Americans and Italians abandon the outer walls to set up a shortened perimeter.

Chinese snipers are (again) ineffective.

Chinese attacks  against the French and Japanese are not very effective, just pushing the defenders back a bit. However it is a different story with the Germans. Of the 7 attacks, 2 are failures, 3 are bloody exchanges, 1 forces a Volunteer retreat and 1 sees the elimination of a 10-pt German unit. The Allied situation there now looks even worse.

Attrition eliminates a 1-pt US unit.

The French restore the situation with leader Labrousse leading a bayonet charge, killing the Imperials on the bridge. The Hospital is abandoned. What is left of the Germans try to cover the other small bridge (2512), hurriedly building some fortifications. Withering fire from the Japanese, led by able leaders Shiba and Ando and helped by a Maxim gun bloodily repulses a Boxer unit. However, most of the French and Japanese units are still on the wrong side of the Canal, roughly between the Bell Tower and the bridge.

Elsewhere, the Austrians continue to head for the bridges, while the US and Italians keep shrinking their perimeter (06xx column, xx34 row). The Brits are now completely behind the Canal.

Losses

Turn 
Game

Japanese
0
13, Hara

German

19
30, Von Soden

Volunteers
15
25

French

0
1

US

1
1

Imperials
30
50

Boxers

5
20

Turn 4

Three Boxers and three Imperials units return to full strength. This time, firing the Chinese big guns is a complete waste of time. Another target changes hands (3012). The Hospital is swarming with Boxers who will try to dislodge the last French defenders. Imperials have caught a Japanese/Volunteer group with leader Ando in the open. Other Boxers are approaching the British line, while the German remnants are under heavy assault (240 Chinese strength points ! ).

Chinese sniper fire is (guess it) ineffective. Ando and Green fail to withdraw before combat, while Von Strauch and Darcy make it. The French abandon the Hospital unharmed. In the German sector, Green goes down after fighting valiantly against a 5-to-1 assault, two units are killed with him (2-pt German and 6-pt Volunteers), losing the Colt gun too. 

On the small bridge (2512), man-made fortifications are not sufficient to prevent a bloody German-Chinese exchange. Two other attacks at overwhelming odds eliminates more German and Volunteers, who have the grim satisfaction of taking even more Chinese with them. The net result is that this small bridge is completely unguarded now.

In the Japanese sector, a 8-1 attack kills Ando and the troops under his command but eliminates an equal number of Chinese attackers, while 2 other attacks at lesser odds are repulsed.

An Italian 1-point unit succumbs to attrition.

British troops build several fortifications, one on top of the Tartar wall, and 2 to block access to a bridge (2507). The French do the same at the bridge they guard. Other British units rush to the other bridge left open by the German collapse.

Half of the remaining Japanese and French troops cross the canal. Three powerful stacks remain in a big building, halfway between the Bell Tower and the bridge, and Chinese Volunteers are also left behind to act as a speed bump.

The Austrians move behind the French. Italians and Americans link to form a defense line (0930-0933-1232-0321). A ranged fire attack forces some Boxers to retreat.

Losses

Turn 

Game

Japanese
3, Ando

16, Hara, Ando

German

17, Green
47, Von Soden,Green

Volunteers
15

40

French

0

1

US

1

1

Italian

1

1

Imperials
25

75

Boxers

10

30

Turn 5

This turn the Chinese must decide whether its is worth trying to crush the remaining French/Japanese/Germans or attack elsewhere. The former course is chosen.

Big guns ruin some more walls (2318, 2323, 2339, 2335). Chinese troops swarm around the French and Japanese near the Bell Tower and the bridge. More Chinese engulf the hopeless Germans. Fire attacks are planned against the British in anticipation of a canal crossing.

The Russian react by leaving the Tartar wall, heading for the next line of walls. 

Chinese snipers have decidedly inferior equipment and miss their target as usual. More Germans die this time, including Von Strauch, but not before they kill some Boxers. On the whole, it is not a good fight for the besieged as they lose more troops than the attackers. The French manage to hold their line, repulsing a few attacks but losing a strong unit (10-point) which was unable to retreat. The British have been forced to step back in the face of Chinese fire and the attackers are now firmly established on the bridge (2512).

Attrition eliminates a 1-point Russian unit.

Some French and Japanese cross the Canal to safety. The rest are unable to extricate themselves from the hordes of Chinese surrounding them and will probably make a final stand where they are. A fire attack kills half of a Boxer unit, but a bayonet charge fails. The British are not in a position to expel the Chinese from the bridge so they just fire at them pushing some of them back. The Russian are now established on a wall line (0205-2205).

Losses

Turn 

Game

Japanese
0

16, Hara, Ando

German

7, Von Strauch
54, Von Soden,Green, Von Strauch

Volunteers
12

52

French

10

11

US

0

1

Italian

0

1

Russian

1

1

Imperials
0

75

Boxers

25

55

Turn 6

A giant earthquake erupts in Peking, spilling counters all around the map (this geological phenomenom is also known as ‘we needed to move your gaming table to make room’). End of the game.... Still it was fun while it lasted. Mmmhhh must try another one soon....

What I like about this game

The counters : simple and functional, they just show a soldier’s head in period head dress according to nationality, while leaders are represented by a pistol. Boxers and Imperials show dragons and ideograms and are just a tad less legible (red on brown). All counters except leaders have one single value, combat. Movement points are found in the rules.

The action : very bloody game, lots of rushing to and fro. The Chinese player has to attack relentlessly, while the Allied player must always think about his next line of defense.

The balance : only 5 turns were played, but I had a feeling that both sides could have been able to achieve their targets by the end of the game. 

What I don’t like about this game (or like less)

The map : it is all done in a reddish brown colour, and buildings do not stand out as they should. Victory hexes are not identified at all. It is best to highlight them with a blank counter. The game map seems very simplified when compared with a period map from 1912, or maybe there was much rebuilding after the rebellion. A canal (column 01xx) is missing and it seems there was one bridge only, not three. I also have mixed feelings about the walls representation (I prefer walls running along hexsides).

The time scale : 11 turns for 55 days of siege. It feels odd, but I guess this is just me. Not having read anything on this battle, I cannot really judge. There was possibly a lot of harassing and sniping within a turn representing five days, but just a few large scale (read coordinated) assaults, which would justify the chosen scale. And I could not find the map scale a all...

The chrome and the rules writing : I think some of it is unnecessary, or just odd, like Allied artillery helping in attacks but not in defence, or using Allied leaders either as strength points or die roll bonuses. Maybe my experience of the game is too limited yet to appreciate all the hidden advantages these rules can provide. I also had to reread the rules quite a few times to catch all the phases where Allied leaders play a role. On the plus side, these rules are only 5 pages long.

Overall : I think this is a good game, most probably the only one on the topic, with lots of replay value, just a bit short on simulation, and with lots of « design for effect ». Definitely one which I will keep and play again. 

