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The Tin Army of the Potomac, a Kindergarten of
War (1888)

By William Howe Downes, Illustrations by J.F. Goodridge. First printed in
Boston by S.E. Cassino

This short booklet called the Tin Army of the Potomac has been until now a
somewhat obscure wargaming legend. As editor of the History of Wargaming
Project, I have been assured on several occasions by those well versed in the
history of our hobby that no copies still exist of this long lost early
wargaming work.

The work is in some ways a most curious one. It is a little hard to read
due to being handwritten, as well as its charming habit of inserting hand
drawn illustrations of toy soldiers embedded in the text. It only contains the
merest hints of what the actual wargaming rules being used were, so the
modern reader might question what the purpose of the writing was. The
underlying message seems to be embedded in the final paragraphs of the
booklet. It states that a young wargamer will learn from the game, 'that war is
a cruel and sad thing, and it is a great sin to make war needlessly. But he
thinks that there times when there is nothing left to be done but to fight. When
that time comes, he believes in making a good job of it. He has learned to
admire the courage, the patience, the endurance and unselfishness of the
good soldier. These virtues are just as much needed in peace, perhaps, as in
war. But whatever awakes the love of them in a little boy is a good play...

Besides, who shall say that there may not come a time when the nation
will need the aid of the boys who are now playing at mimic war with tin
soldiers? More they know of the history of the United Sates, and of what has
been done for the flag, the more they will love their own country, and the
readier they will be to uphold and defend the honour of the great nation for
which so many noble lives have been gladly laid down.'

The question of the value of wargaming as a tool for education has
periodically considered by academics. The value of play as a method of
learning has been long understood. To take part in our hobby requires a
young person to read, write, carry out simple maths and estimate probability.
These are skills of readily apparent value to assist a young person and their
education'. It is also apparent that many wargamers develop craft skills,
such as building scenery and painting figures. Based on anecdotal evidence,
some senior wargamers like Donald Featherstone, believe that wargaming
can play some small part in helping to develop national pride. Historical
wargaming certainly encourages an engaging interest in history. Reading

13 In the UK, many private schools have wargaming clubs as part of their after school
curriculum offer. This is tacit recognition that the hobby is fun, but helps develop useful
skills as well.
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history is a laudable pastime, but recreating on the table top (or in a board
game, map game etc.) is often a more in depth learning experience. Having
faced command decisions on the table top, board game map or during a
wargaming campaign certainly helps the modern wargamer to have more
empathy for the general's who made real command decisions in the past. As
eloquently put by a young anonymous wargamer to me, playing a game helps
you understand 'where soldiers were at'."*

Accusations of militarism have been periodically laid against the door of
wargaming, but these charges have never had much impact. A visit to any
wargaming convention demonstrates that the vast majority of wargamers are
not playing games representing the modern era; most are simulations of
conflicts in the dim and distant past. It is difficult to sustain the argument that
someone playing a game with Caesar’s legions or Napoleonic infantry is
somehow going to develop into a militaristic 'monster'. A more convincing
argument of games encouraging violence can be made against the rise of
some very graphic 3D computer games, but these games are defended by the
well-paid legal firms that can and do defend these products as being
completely harmless (and therefore should be unregulated). To my
knowledge, no-one has been physically hurt by playing wargaming"”.

My own view, for what it is worth, is that wargames can teach a great
deal about war. Realistic games can challenge the understanding of military
historians, in particular historians who do not play wargames themselves'®.
However, any combat veteran of any nationality, from any conflict that has
plagued our world recently, will confirm that the wargames played in clubs
and conventions across the world are not the same as real war.

As part of the History of Wargaming Project, I have been fortunate to
have talked to some of the names from the recent past and present of hobby
wargaming. Donald Featherstone, Paddy Griffith, Charlie Wesencraft, Phil
Dunn, Peter Perla, Phil Barker etc. have all referred to the highlight of their
hobby of wargaming has been the shared companionship with like minded
individuals, with friendships often extending over a lifetime. In one of the
saddest conversations I have held with Donald Featherstone, he referred to
the wargamers he has been friends with for most of his adult life. He said that
the same 'grey men' were there to celebrate the birth of his children and
support him when his son died in the line of duty with the Metropolitan
police. The cooperative nature of wargaming seems to help engender long-
term friendships.

141.e. the player would have more insight into the difficulties faced by real commanders in
the chaos of real war.

15 Unlike other hobbies such as fishing, rugby and mountain climbing come to mind.

16 For those who study command, control, operations, tactical matters and decision
making in war, military style wargaming such as using kriegsspiels or multi-player games
with command cells seems an essential tool to help understand the 'why' in military
history.
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William Downes, writing in 1888, proposed that wargaming was a fine
hobby for a young person. His message still holds true today in a computer
dominated connected world. Wargaming is an entertaining and engaging
hobby and perhaps more wargamers should be the prouder of the intellectual
nature of their hobby.
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