SWWAS Replay – BISMARCK

Operational Scenario #4 – “First Sortie”

Allied Player: Pat McCormick

Axis Player: Jim Dauphinais
Background

(from the Avalanche Press website, also contained in rulebook)

'First Sortie' 21 November - 10 December 1939 With much of the Royal Navy deployed in the South Atlantic hunting the armored cruiser Admiral Graf Spee, the German high command sent Vice Admiral Wilhelm Marschall and the fleet’s only two heavy ships out to sea to take the pressure off the raider. Marschall decided to attack the British cruiser patrol line and threaten the North Atlantic convoy routes. The diversion would also help the 51,000-ton liner Bremen, trapped at the Soviet port of Murmansk, slip back home through the North Sea. The British had temporarily abandoned Scapa Flow after the shocking sinking of the battleship Royal Oak at her mooring by a German submarine. Several of their heavy ships were docked for refitting and not available, and all available aircraft carriers were hunting Admiral Graf Spee.  

Allied Plans

     The set-up for the Allies (mainly Royal Navy, but with a French contingent) is limited to specific sea zones (or ports) in some cases, and a range of one or two zones from a specific point in others.  The basic components are a loose “watch line” of CL’s, AMC’s and CA’s (two each of the latter) from the Denmark Strait (between Iceland and the Greenland Ice Shelf) to near Norway. Various other groups start in ports in England, Scotland and Ireland, plus a French group in Brest. (One unusual British group is a “dummy battleship” squadron, with two liners apparently disguised as battlewagons, which starts in Greenock, Scotland along with a squadron featuring the slow-but-powerful 16”-gun BB’s Nelson and Rodney.) The Allies also get a few submarines: two British “T” class and two French subs start in the North Sea, while two more “T”-boats (allowed more latitude in set-up than the others) are placed in the northeastern quadrant of the board, north-northwest of Norway, to keep an eye out for Bremen.  Finally, two convoys are inbound: HX.8 starts already fairly close to home – less than three days out of Liverpool – while HX.9 sets up in the far western reaches of the map.  The convoys represent the raison d’etre for my swarms of surface vessels: it is the convoys which the German raiders will seek.

     Naval moves will largely be driven by events, but a few basic Allied plans are in operation.  The “watch line” cruisers will do primarily that – attempt to locate the raiders while avoiding close combat – and, depending on developments, some should be free to chase Bremen if she shows up. The two TF’s starting at Greenock will trade a few support ships around as they egress from port, so that any enemy who finds them will not automatically know (by ship count from setup instructions) whether real or dummy BB’s are present. The heavies can then react to the ever-shifting intelligence, while the dummy group sails west to reinforce Convoy HX.9. A smallish TF operating out of Rosyth, Scotland, will hopefully act as a check against any sortie by the “non-raiding” German TF of CL’s, DD’s and DE’s. A British TF from Plymouth  (including the mighty BC Hood), and a French one from Brest, will initially make threatening moves east to give the German “on board” TF something else to think about, then guard the western Channel against a potential, if highly unlikely, German breakout attempt in that direction.

Allied minefields of various strengths are scattered in coastal waters of Great Britain and France, heaviest in the approaches to Liverpool.

     The British air contingent, determined somewhat randomly per game rules, consists of 4 steps of Hudsons, 6 of Blenheim bombers, 3 of Beaufort torpedo bombers, 4 of Spitfires, 2 of Hurricanes, 3 of Catalinas [these are really proxies for more Sunderlands in 1939 since Catalinas were not truly available to the British until May 1941] and 4 of Sunderlands.  (Each step is six aircraft.)  The Hudsons, the fighters, the Beaufighters and most of the Blenheims start at RAF Digby, in the southeast of England, where perhaps they may sortie against German ships in the North Sea.  The Sunderlands are at Rosyth to hunt for subs; the Catalinas at Belfast and Reykjavik, for sub-hunting or air search as needed.

     Besides the enemy, both sides will be battling the weather and the short days. 3 of every six turns (half of each day) will be night, and the preliminary weather condition is Squall. Although technically each calendar day starts with one night turn, the scenario starts at daylight of the first day, and I will count each scenario “day” as three day followed by three night turns. 

Axis Plans


The German plan is simple.  Scharnhorst and Gneisenau will make a beeline for the Scapa/Shetlands and Scapa/Faeroe passages while the Light Cruiser Task Force makes a diversionary run toward the western Norwegian coast.  This is pretty much preordained because there is no way in the game system to have the Light Cruiser task force provide ASW coverage for the Raiding Task Force even through the North Sea.  Once they have broken into the Atlantic, Scharnhorst and Gneisenau will move as quickly as possible to intercept Convoy HX.9 since HX.8 is too close to port to be attacked or raided by the Scharnhorst and Gneisenau.  If the British move an unidentified task force out of Greenock and it subsequently merges or moves with HX.9, the Germans will confine themselves to Convoy Straggler Searches with Scharnhorst and Gneisnenau.  If this does not happen, or it becomes clear the Greenock task force consists of Dummy Battleships, Scharnhorst and Gneisenau will chance a direct attack on HX.9 and its defender the BB Warspite.  If the British both reinforce HX.9 and run a cloud of ships around to prevent Convoy Straggler Searches, Scharnhorst and Gneisenau will either go after cruisers or risk chasing down the BC Repulse and CV Furious, if the latter two enter the map.


Since the VP cost for losing the Bremen is much higher than the VPs gained, the Germans will only enter dummy transports to keep the British distracted.  This will be enhanced by occasional sorties by the light cruiser task force out of Wilhelmshaven.  With any luck, the British might get rash enough to bring a small task force either across the German Type II U-boat flotilla or into the range of a German air attack.


The Type VII U-boat flotilla that starts near the Irish coast will first focus on attacking Convoy HX.8 and then HX.9.  Normally, the second German Type VII flotilla would not be able to move fast enough to get a shot at even HX.9.  However, since we are playing with the Daily Content sub rules, the second Type VII flotilla will eventually be able to attack HX.9 due to the ability to move on every nigh turn in addition to even numbered day turns.  All German sub attacks should be very effective since the Germans will be rolling four attack dice per sub contact under the Daily Content sub rules.
21 November (Turns 1-6)

     And the weather immediately deteriorates.

Hooray!

Turn 1’s weather roll worsens the status to Storm (planes cannot fly, submarines cannot attempt contact, secondaries and tertiaries cannot fire, and no TF can move more than 2 sea zones in a turn.) The storm continues on Turn 2, then conditions lighten to Squall on Turn 3, allowing both submarine and air operations. The British air patrols produce no result; the on-board German TF has stayed well towards Denmark and Norway, at extreme range for my Hudsons and Sunderlands (a search at 12 zones away in this weather needs a lot more than 4 steps to have a prayer of finding anything) and ASW searches also come up empty.

     But submarines on both sides are a different story.  Through the squally murk of late afternoon, one of my T-class subs spots the imposing silhouettes of two German capital ships in Zone AP51. They can only be the twin BC’s; the obviously talented (and lucky) sub commander is able to pump a torpedo into Scharnhorst, causing 4 hull boxes’ worth of damage. This doesn’t even slow her down, though it may increase her wariness of further combat.  But the encounter also has a couple of additional benefits:

(1) Next turn I get to start rolling for variable arrival Southern Atlantic (the French BC Strasbourg  and consorts) and Western Atlantic (BC Repulse and CV Furious, the latter with a small contingent of Sea Gladiators and Swordfish) reinforcements.  

(2) The sighting means the BC’s will stay on-board in Turn 4 before disappearing again (unless of course I “find” them again and keep them on-board longer), giving me an idea of where they might be headed.


This was an incredible bit of good luck for the British.  Not only did it reveal the path of the Raiding task force, but it also triggered the release of several British and French task forces and made a direct surface attack on Convoy HX.9 very, very risky with the damage Scharnhorst took.
     The enemy, however, has submarines too – and better ones (U-Boats, of course.) One submarine spots my dummy battleship group but cannot achieve a firing solution. Another pops up on the fringes of Convoy HX.8 in zone AP38. Aside from the BB Revenge (useless against subs), the only escort for these 34 loaded merchantmen are two small V/W-class DE’s.  As they race to challenge the intruder, one is torpedoed and blasted out of the water, but the German is unable to launch any more fish before submerging to safety.


Far from adequate compensation for the damage to the Scharnhorst especially due to the reduced VPs for sinking small counter escorts under the Daily Content sub rules, but it is a start.

     The chancy weather also takes a toll on my returning search aircraft, as a step each of Catalinas and Sunderlands crash upon returning to the choppy, squall-tossed waters of their ports.

     Overnight the weather improves to Rain, so if this holds for November 22 the subs and aircraft will be busy. In the meantime U-Boats continue their assault on my scout forces. CL Cardiff is torpedoed and sunk in AL50 on Turn 4, and the modern DD Mashona (worth more VP to the enemy than Cardiff) goes under on Turn 6, in AP39. On the other hand, the limited intelligence I receive from the raiders’ having to stay on-board alerts me to their probable course. They cruise northwest before disappearing; it appears they will attempt to shoot the Orkneys-Shetlands gap and curl around the north of Scotland in order to break into the Atlantic proper and go convoy-hunting.  I vector a few of the watch cruisers as well as the Nelson/Rodney TF to potential intercept routes. This bit of intel also confirms that I have no need to fear a Channel breakout, so Hood’s group begins sailing west towards the general direction of HX.9   while the French go into harbor at Cherbourg to rest and refuel.

     Lastly, in the first night turn (Turn 4), a new German TF appears at the extreme northeast corner of the map and begins sneaking down the east edge, north of Norway. This could be Bremen trying to return from Murmansk; but it could also be a dummy TF (scenario rules allow the Axis to form up to three decoy TF’s in order to confuse the Allied player about when and where, or even if, Bremen is appearing.)  In any case, with the German light ship TF hanging around Jutland (more or less), and the BC’s having been pinpointed if only briefly, I can spare a few watch cruisers to investigate.  Plus I’ll start vectoring my northern sub flotilla that direction.  


The Daily Content sub rules are now beginning to pay off for the Germans.  The German Dummy Transport is also paying off well by being somewhat of a distraction for the lighter British forces.
22 November (Turns 7-12)

     Daylight of November 22 sees the weather improve to its best condition yet: the rains stops, leaving heavy cloud cover but improved visibility. Aircraft on both sides are up - the Germans with Blohm & Voss flying boats on ASW patrol out of Wilhelmshaven, the British with a reduced number of planes on search and ASW patrols while several flights, shortsightedly based in the southeast of Great Britain and (in the case of 2 steps of Catalinas) way out of the way in Iceland, are transferred to a more active area (primarily Belfast.) In particular, the Beauforts are sent that direction, so that if air searches find the enemy they torpedo planes can attack well out of German fighter range. As it is, once again the RAF, FAA and Coastal Command pilots turn up nothing, though the enemy B & V's do spot one of my French subs in AT54 but are unable to attack it before it slips beneath the waves. 

     However, the improved weather and the limited intel gained by my submarine contact with the twins pays an immediate dividend, as the Rodney/Nelson group happens upon Scharnhorst and Gneisenau – a surprise sighting, with Allied initiative no less – in zone AJ42, northwest of Scotland.


This was simply incredible.  One of the worst possible nightmares for the Germans and despite it being very unlikely it happened!
  The Germans enter from the east, my ships from the southwest.  My opening round of gunnery adds 2 hull hits, plus a primary, to the already-wounded Scharnhorst; a couple more hull hits and she’ll be slowed. Meanwhile Gneisenau loses a primary, a secondary and 3 hull factors.  The return fire from the BC’s takes out two of Rodney’s primary factors, but the real damage is done to Nelson: 3 hull hits and a speed loss, forcing her to drop out of line.


Whew!  The Germans have a little luck of their own.
     As the Germans attempt to ease away to the east, Rodney gets off another shot at Scharnhorst and manages an AA hit, while four DD’s (Electra, Faulknor, Foxhound and Fearless) attempt to close to torpedo range.  With the enemy now outpacing Rodney, he is able to turn his attention to the destroyers.  Electra takes a tertiary hit (actually a referred secondary), the DD’s inch closer, then two of them fall prey (one to each BC) in the next gunnery round – Electra and Foxhound are no more.  The others draw out of gun range, but do manage to force a second round of combat solely for the sake of making the raiders burn off another round’s worth of fuel.  Neither side gets a shot off and the battle ends.  


Despite the fact we halved primary gun fire against DDs as a house rule, the DDs still appear to be too vulnerable to primary gun fire.
     Turn 8 sees the Germans split up the raiding team as one steams southwest and the other attempts to sail northwest. My guess is that the more heavily damaged Scharnhorst is the northbound one, a hunch that is quickly verified when CL Ceres crosses her path in AI42, rolls another surprise sighting (it’s raining again here at midday) and Allied initiative, and edges close enough on the tactical board to positively ID her. Even damaged, the BC is more than a match for little Ceres; the CL has thoughts about closing to torpedo range, but after surviving five primary and four secondary dice in one gunnery round without taking any hits (she must have done an excellent job of salvo-chasing, muses my opponent), Ceres determines not to press her luck.


While the Ceres would have been an easy target, the Scharnhorst, now only two hull boxes away form a speed loss, could not afford risking any more damage if it wants any hope of getting safely back to Germany.
     The Nelson-Rodney TF divides, with Nelson (escorted by 2 DD’s) limping towards Scapa Flow (where the DD’s can refuel, and then the group can bring Nelson to Rosyth; due to the recent loss of Royal Oak, ships can only stay at Scapa Flow for six consecutive turns.) Rodney and a couple of escorts move towards the west, hoping against hope to stumble into Gneisenau.

     Also this turn I lose yet another CL, this time Dunedin, to a U-Boat in zone AO40.  Arrrgggh!  Time for Mr. Churchill to press the Yanks for those 50 old DD’s, if Chamberlain will let him. 

     In Turn 9 we’re back to Squall weather again, and in any case Ceres hasn’t the speed (or, after that near miss, the desire, if truth be told) to chase Scharnhorst, which continues northwest while Gneisenau disappears off the board again. Scharnhorst’s move has me a little puzzled.  Is she going after my furthest watch group (CA’s Suffolk and Norfolk, plus an AMC) in the Iceland region? Is she planning on circling around to the northeast to protect Bremen (or to prey upon my groups chasing what could be a will-o-the-wisp in those frigid waters?) Is she taking a roundabout journey to the safety of Wilhelmshaven?  Lord (and admiral Dauphinais – Marschall) only knows.    


Scharnhorst's new mission is to keep the British guessing while she indirectly heads home to Germany.  Gneisenau, which is only very mildly damaged, is headed toward an interception with Convoy HX.9.  The good news about running into Rodney and Nelson is that the Germans now know the British task force headed toward HX.9 only consists of dummy battleships.  When intercepted, HX.9 will only be protected by the BB Warspite and DEs.  This said, Convoy Straggler Searching will have to suffice since the Gneisenau alone cannot handle the Warspite. 
     With Turn 10 comes night, and the disappearance of Scharnhorst. No great changes otherwise; I think the dummy battleship squadron has enough of a lead on Gneisenau to beat her to HX.9 by a fair margin, the light ship TF is still hovering around Denmark (perhaps trying to draw my Rosyth-based TF of 3 CL and 3 DD into range of German bombers – I will avoid the bait – though I should at least check the potential ranges of his aircraft!), the mystery TF north of Norway plods onward, and HX.8 has reached Liverpool safely. Turn 11 sees another storm brew up, which has the benefit for me of shutting down the deadly U-boats for now, plus slowing the raiders to 2 zones per turn.  The storm holds through Turn 12. Rage on, winter weather!

     Also in Turn 11 my South Atlantic reinforcements (Strasbourg and a few DD’s, to be reinforced by an escort force of 3 DD that leaves Brest at the same time) arrive, and in Turn 12 my original French TF from Brest (BC Dunkerque, 2 CL and 2 DD) sojourns out of Cherbourg and makes moderately threatening moves east in the Channel.

23 November (Turns 13-18)

     The storm continues in Turn 13, a turn in which my Western Atlantic reinforcements show up.  (Hopefully the storm will abate by the time this group reaches the middle of the map, where my carrier aircraft might have a prayer of locating Gneisenau.)  I am also considering keeping the Strasbourg group near the Spanish ports, in case the German tries to seek sanctuary there.  [Only German subs, oilers and supply ships can go into a Spanish port.]  Maybe the Western group, with CV Furious, should also hang around in that region – might be a better change of intercepting a Spain-bound BC if I have air search in the area.)

     The storm once again intensifies to Gale in Turn 14, sending my dock workers in Liverpool scrambling to cover (probably cover that includes pints of ale) and leaving HX.8 only 2/3 unloaded, thus momentarily delaying my inevitable 34 VP’s. The gale, and my own mistakes in plotting a couple of pursuers, lets the mystery TF slip through my first wave of intercept TF’s. More are on the way a little further south, and one of the just-passed “first lone” groups is fast enough to catch the mystery TF if the seas calm enough for increased speed. Plus two submarine groups are inching their way towards southwest Norway in intercept position (my third flotilla found itself a little too far west to intercept in the waters north of Norway, and is now hanging about up there in case this TF should prove a dummy and Bremen should sally forth later.)

The dummy task force continues to do well as a distraction.
     The gale decreases back to Storm as night falls, and in Turn 17 a German raider (presumably Gneisenau) attempts to find “rompers” (Convoy stragglers) from HX.9.  However, there are now two TF’s sharing the convoy’s space - the convoy itself and my Dummy Battleship Squadron, serving as sort of a “loose escort.”  The German, fortunately, picks the wrong TF to search for stray merchants, and thus fails.  Then in Turn 18 the gale hits again, negating any attempts by “Gluckstein” to straggler-hunt (since her weaponry cannot fire in this weather.) 

     Also overnight, the German light ship TF that had been furtively skittering around Norway and Denmark enters port at Wilhelmshaven.

The German light task force comes home to refuel in preparation for a second sortie.
24 November (Turns 19-24)

     Day and weather break simultaneously; November 24 dawns with the much-improved weather condition of Rain.  (From Gale to Rain, with no intermediary steps; the North Atlantic weather in November seems eerily like that in Chicago.) It still makes operating flying boats chancy, and I lose 2 steps of Sunderlands transferring from Rosyth to Greenock (one from takeoff, one from landing.) I also transfer my Hudsons and Blenheims from Digby to Aldergrove (Belfast), in the meantime putting 2 Blenheim steps each from Aldergrove and Reykjavik on air search, and 3 Catalina steps from Belfast on ASW. The air search provides an immediate reward, not through visual sightings but through radio direction finding.  Huff-Duff locates a raiding TF (almost certainly Scharnhorst) in AB38, northwest of the Faeroes; she moves to AB39.  Unfortunately she’s much too far from land for any air attack, nor do I have subs near.  But at least I know where she is now, if only fleetingly. She’s far enough from the chase of the mystery TF that, if I can contact that elusive presence, I should be able to dispatch Bremen (if she is in fact present) without interference from the wounded but still deadly battlecruiser.  

     And then Gneisenau makes her presence known – by taking advantage of the improved weather to find and sink a romper from HX.9.  There goes my perfect convoy escort record…still, with Rodney now in the area, as well as Hood, if the German persists and the weather holds, I should have a fair chance to catch her (her attack pinpoints her for me in AP26, just one zone from the convoy.)  And if she hangs around and hunts just a hair too long, the Stringbags of Furious should be in range in a day or so. Or if she persists too far east, she’ll come within range of my Beaufort torpedo bombers at Aldergrove, while still far from the protection of Luftwaffe fighters in Germany.

Arrrgh!  Radio detection removes some of the British guessing in regard to the current objective of the Scharnhorst.  Fortunately for the Germans, the British are not in a position to exploit the detection.
     I decide on Turn 20 to move my fighters from Digby to the airfield in AC49, and to hover my French TF within 2 zones of that strip – if I expect German air attack, I’ll send the fighters on a protective sweep. Don’t know if the Huns will take the bait, though. 

On this same turn I somehow, against all odds, manage to sink a Type II U-Boat in the North Sea (Zone AX53.) My guess is the Catalina popped out of a low rain cloud and stumbled across the sub running on the surface.

     Also this turn, I finally make contact with the elusive German TF off the coast of Norway – and it turns out I have been chasing (as Jim puts it) a Norwegian freighter.  Well, at least I know it was a decoy now.  Time to send my ships home to rest and refuel for the next enemy sortie.

I got outstanding "mileage" out of that first dummy task force.
     And HX.9 loses a second straggler to Gneisenau, who deftly avoids contact with several of my TF’s (the convoy and my “loose escort” of dummy battleships zigged directly into the German’s path, then out again,  without contacting her) before sending the unlucky freighter into the icy depths of the Atlantic. 

     Gneisenau continues her rampage in Turn 21, now fading off to the west (and closer to Repulse and Furious, though not in Air Search range just yet) but still finding another romper. My Catalinas spot another sub near the previous kill, this time in AW52, but are unable to attack it before it crash dives.  (It’s probably from the same flotilla as the one I sunk.) And just ahead of HX.9, directly in her path but a shade east, a U-Boat finds Rodney sailing solo as she intends to join the dummy BB squadron. A torpedo hits her square amidships, marking off four hull boxes and taking out her hull-mounted torpedo equipment. Finally, as dusk falls I lose 2 of the 3 Catalina steps landing in the rain and deepening skies at Belfast, though my Sunderlands survive landing at Greenock.

So far, commerce raiding is going very well for the Gneisenau.  The Germans also get a lucky torpedo hit on the unescorted Rodney.
     Overnight, weather turns to Squall and then Storm, and nothing of consequence occurs other than some TF rearranging on my part.  Oh, yeah: two new German TF’s appear. One sails slowly out of Wilhelmshaven, most probably the light ships that opened the game in the North Sea.  The other appears almost as far west as possible on the north map edge, just east of the pack ice.  Probably a decoy, but perhaps Bremen.  Maybe my northernmost sub flotilla can get into intercept position this time (meanwhile the other two are moving to the relatively narrow area between Norway and Scotland, where they will both be in the new TF’s ultimate path and will be out of reach of German ASW aircraft.)

25 November (Turns 25-30)

     Daylight sees the storm lighten to Squall; having already shed too many seaplanes, I  fly no ASW but I do send some land planes on Air Search, in case I can luck out with Huff-Duff again. However, I land all but one counter (2 steps) of Hudsons operating out of Aldergrove (Belfast) at the end of Turn 25, just in case weather worsens to Storm and knocks my planes out of the air (at least I think that’s what would happen – need to re-check. No, they would not automatically crash, but they’d have a decent chance.)

     In any case, the Squall weather does allow subs to operate, and the U-Boats take a heavy toll of stragglers from HX.9: one in Turn 25, two in Turn 26.  Counting Gneisenau’s three, that’s six merchantmen sunk so far (out of 30 in the convoy.)  I can’t reach home soon enough, but the sub flotillas doing the damage are squarely in my path.  Looks like quite the gauntlet to run for the next few turns – come on, Storm weather!  I’ll gladly trade my Hudson steps now on search duty for neutralization of U-Boats (sorry, my Coastal Command comrades.) 

     Not to mention that, on the other side of Great Britain, an enemy sub sinks (explodes, really) the modern French DD Mogador, part of BC Dunkerque’s “Attack Force,” in AY49.  (The Attack Force has been making its way up the east coast, intending to put some teeth – and a ship capable of handling Scharnhorst – into the Bremen patrols.)

An outstanding success for my remaining Type II U-boat in the North Sea.  The Mogador is worth more VPs than the older small British CLs.

But it seems that I might no longer have to worry about “Gluckstein”, for in Turn 26 she stumbles into Hood and three DD’s in AS31! A surprise sighting – and once again RN initiative!

Two nasty surprise sightings in one game.  Amazing!
     The combatants set up four hexes apart, max sighting range in a squall. Hood’s first two salvoes (10 dice, then 9 dice) net 4 hits, wiping out Gneisenau’s tertiaries and most of her AA, plus one secondary and a primary. Return fire leaves Hood with only primaries to continue the contest, and one less of those. Her third salvo hits hard, taking out the last of the German’s non-primary weapons and adding two hull hits through “excess damage” as well – plus another hull hit in salvo #4. In return, Gneisenau is able to destroy the last of Hood’s AA, and add four total hull hits besides, by the time she has shot four times. In the final exchange of Round 1, German guns miss while Hood tallies two primaries and a hull.

     Gneisenau is in deep trouble.  She is down to two primary factors, no other weaponry, and is at exactly 50% hull damage, meaning the next hull hit will drop her speed to 2. Meanwhile Hood has 9 primaries intact and only 22% of her hull gone. The German’s only prayer is to disengage, and I have the +1 initiative DRM.  We conduct our rolls in Impulse 22, and…the enemy slips into a wall of rain and vanishes.   Hood’s skipper hurls his hat to the floor of the bridge in frustration…

German luck strikes again as well.  The Gneisenau escapes!
     The DD’s are getting very low on fuel, so my “after action” replot takes a stab southward, hoping to cross the German’s path once again. If I miss, this group will be out of action for a couple of days, sailing slowly (to conserve fuel) around the bottom of Ireland and into Bristol. With the U-Boats clustered north-northwest of the Emerald Isle, I can’t send Hood that way without DD’s, and I’m tired of losing escorts to U-Boats. So Hood’s group will have to take the slow, safe route. However, Strasbourg’s group is nearly in range, and Repulse/Furious not too far off – oh, for good carrier ops weather! If it lightens to Rain next turn, I’ll take a chance… 

     Instead, it stays Squall, making flying carrier planes risky.  Unfortunately it still allows U-Boats to operate, and the survivors of HX.9 will always remember this as a horrifying gauntlet to run. No less than four U-Boats contact the convoy for regular (non-straggler) attacks.  Two may only attack the DE’s and choose not to; must be running low on torpedoes, as by the new sub rules they can only get 1 VP apiece for the V/W’s (whereas a fully-laden large transport is 6 VP.) The other two, again per new rules, launch torpedo spreads, and between them they sink 3 merchants and tally 1 hull, 1 AA on the other.  

The subs are outperforming the Gneisenau.  With the Daily Content sub rules in play, the scenario is nicely showing off the greater efficiency of unrestricted sub warfare versus surface ship raiding.
     The weather lightens to rain in Turn 28, but night falls so that still negates aircraft. On the off-chance that Furious and Repulse stumble into Gneisenau, I move the “ready” Sea Gladiators and Swordfish back to the hangar.  

     The relentless German submarine attacks against HX.9 have completely ruined the formation, as is seen when three more transports are lost to straggler hunting over the last 8 hours of night (Turns 29-30.)  That’s 11 merchantmen out of the 30 in the convoy, an appalling loss rate (and I suspect we’re not quite done yet.)

     Meanwhile, over the past few turns (and extending into the coming day) various TF’s, mostly the watch cruisers and some destroyers, have been entering ports for rest and refueling.  With Gneisenau near-impotent (though it would still be nice to finish her off) and Scharnhorst probably trying to sneak home, I can concentrate on intercepting Bremen.  To that end I will form several larger TF’s, each with at least 5 destroyers (for aid in warding off subs) and each hopefully with at least one primary-armed ship (in case Scharnhorst should show up) to patrol between Norway and the Shetlands.  Once HX.9 is safe at home, I can also shift aircraft to the Shetlands to aid in searching and attacking Bremen or any decoy coming down from the north.

The second dummy task force is being just as effective as a diversion.  With some luck. the diversion may help Scharnhorst sneak back home to Germany.

 26 November (Turns 31-36)

     Weather improved all the way to cloudy overnight, but with dawn comes rain again. Nonetheless I chance sending Furious’ fighters out on search patterns (no need for CAP out here – no German aircraft can come within hundreds of miles of this spot) and hold her Swordfish ready in case of contact (having “readied” aircraft in Turn 30 so they’d be available at first light.) 

     And lo and behold, some eagle-eyed hero in a Sea Gladiator spots Gneisenau!  I fear that the respective plots for the German and for Furious’ TF might open the range, but when the fleets move, Gneisenau actually edges closer; she is but two zones away now. I launch the carrier’s full complement of torpedo bombers (three steps.)

     Before I find out  if they contact, though, we have an interlude for sub warfare. HX.9 loses a twelfth merchant to U-Boats, again on a straggler roll, before reaching the environs of Belfast (though the convoy’s destination is, of course, Liverpool.) Meanwhile the new TF coming down from the north pulls within range of my northernmost sub flotilla, but neither sub is able to make contact.

     But the Stringbags do!  The rain provides a negative modifier (-2) to the contact roll, but this is  canceled by the fact that the sighting was made in the current turn (+1) and that Gneisenau is only two zones away from Furious (+1.) I sweat out the roll, as  a 1 or 2 will still result in failure, but it comes up 4.  

     Hood’s pummeling of “Gluckstein” wiped out her entire complement of AA weaponry, save perhaps for sailors with carbines and pistols, and so all three steps are able to attack. The five total attack dice yield three hits, which between them take out 8 hull boxes; Gneisenau only has 7 intact hull factors.  She’s done for! The jubilant Swordfish jockeys return home to Furious, where they (and the Sea Gladiator search planes ) land without incident. The mission is a complete success!

WOW!!!! Who would have thought!  Down goes the Gneisenau despite an otherwise good run of commerce raiding.

     And now Furious and Repulse, with plenty of fuel, can steam in a wide arc well above the British Isles (to avoid the U-Boat concentration north of Ireland) and join the pursuit of Bremen.  The French TF’s that had also been hunting Gneisenau (and which had narrowly missed catching her before the Stringbags did) will do the same, after combining into a common TF of BC Strasbourg and 7 DD’s.  They’ll have to lay into port in Scotland, though – the destroyers are running low on fuel.

     Nothing much happens the rest of the day. Air searches turn up no subs or off-map ships, the possible Bremen task force continues doggedly sailing south, somehow passing my northern sub flotilla completely without even generating any more contact rolls.  It’s almost as if he knew where they are – which there is no way he could have. But by the time the mystery TF gets to the narrower waters between Norway and the Shetlands, my other two submarine groups, and at least two TF’s, should be in place to have a decent chance at interception.

     In turn 36, HX.9 finally – gratefully – reaches Liverpool, with but 18 freighters out of 30 still afloat. Never have ship crews been happier to see port.

The ability of the second sub flotilla to attack HX.9 made a significant difference here along with the more deadly nature of the U-boats.

November 27 (Turns 37-42)

     After a brief overnight gale, weather improves all the way to Cloudy as day breaks.  Aircraft on both sides are active, including the entire Stringbag complement of Furious flying ASW, but neither side turns anything up. (My subs are now out of range of his aircraft.) Nothing much happens – I continue refueling/refitting ships in Greenock and Rosyth, angle TF’s over towards Norway, and realize that the French Strasbourg group is going to have to slow to “1” until they can reach Scapa Flow. (This might make them easier for U-Boats to catch, but at least there are plenty of DD’s in the TF.) I also egress a group of four CL’s from Rosyth, to which I’ll add other light ships as they become ready and catch up.

     The last daylight turn worsens to rain, but my Stringbags and seaplanes all land safely. As do the Hudsons, Blenheims and Beauforts from Aldergrove, which transferred in several groups to Sullom Voe, in the Shetlands.  If tomorrow brings good flying weather, I’ll have plenty of searchers to find the potential Bremen TF if it slips past my guard, and strike aircraft if needed.

     Naturally, weather worsens to Squall in Turn 40, so rain and night envelop the area just as the unknown TF reaches the vicinity of my lower sub groups. However, in Turn 41 three of my subs (both English and one French) are able to contact the “enemy,” which turns out to be another one of those damn Norwegian freighters. Time to start sending my TF’s back to Rosyth.  They can reach port and still make it back out in time to engage any new enemy from the north by the time it reaches the Shetlands-Norway choke point.

November 28 (Turns 43-48)

     The squall weather continues into the following day, so aerial operations are still risky. 

However, this becomes moot when Jim is able to ease Scharnhorst into Wilhelmshaven (as he announces.) He also decides to send his light ships home, his subs closer to home, and not to bring Bremen home anytime soon.  He gives me the option of continuing to hunt for subs, or totaling up.  With my chance of sinking subs remote at best, and not wanting to leave my ships in prolonged exposure to U-Boats, I agree we’ve gone about as far as we can. Like two battered and weary boxers, our navies return to port to await the next round.

Woo hoo!  The Scharnhorst makes it home safe!
Results

I wound up with a total of 164 VP’s – 83 for sinking Gneisenau, 21 for damage to Scharnhorst, 2 for sinking an old U-Boat, 6 for one step of German aircraft lost to weather, and 52 for cargo successfully unloaded at Liverpool.

But then we tally the Germans, and despite their own losses, we discover I was actually fairly far from victory, far enough that even the 20 VP for sinking Bremen wouldn’t have put me over the top.

The two CL’s, 2 DD’s and one DE I lost to U-Boats net the Germans 36 VP. The 2 DD sunk by the twins in the encounter with Nelson and Rodney net another 10.  Damage to Nelson, Rodney and Hood adds another 42 VP. That’s 88, only 5 more VP than Gneisenau alone was worth.

But then we get to the crucial supplies that didn’t get to England.  The Germans sunk 12 transports in HX.9 – 3 by Gneisenau, and 9 by submarine.  The transports themselves are 2 VP apiece, and their cargo 2 VP per cargo point.  Each merchant carried 3 cargo points, therefore each was worth 8 VP total (2 for the ship, 6 for the cargo.) That’s a whopping 96 points to the Germans from HX.9’s disaster north of Ireland. And it could conceivably have been worse.

Finally, to add icing to the German chocolate cake, I lost 6 seaplane steps (2 Catalina, 4 Sunderland) to landing in bad weather – at least I think they were all landing and none takeoff, anyway. Somehow I didn’t realize each step was 6 VP until the tallying – ouch! Anyway, that’s 36 more for Jim.

The final tally: Axis 220, Allies 164. A substantial – if somewhat Phyrric to the Kriegsmarine surface forces – victory for the Germans.

     Congrats to Jim for a game well-played. He made the most of his number one asset – the far more powerful U-Boats of the optional rules set – laying in wait for my poor convoy, which was doomed to soldier on through with inadequate escort. (Oh, for a hunter-killer CVE group or two to pave the way…) The U-Boat menace, understandably an obsession of the Allies for the first half of the war, was more than adequately represented in this game. 

I feel that while the Daily Content sub rules are more realistic, they do significantly increase the potency of the U-boat fleet especially in this scenario where the extra nighttime movement allows the second Type VII flotilla to reach Convoy HX.9.  For this reason, I do advise caution in using them as they can change the play balance of a scenario depending on the situation at hand.

I felt that Pat's game was also played very well.  While the search plane losses were painful for him, it paid dividends for him with his sinking of the Gneisenau with Swordfish from Furious.
     The scenario also showed the fragility, even in 1939, of Hitler’s surface fleet. There were just too damn many Allied ships and planes for the twins to stay hidden (though ironically enough it was one of my subs that started the ball rolling for the defeat of the battlecruisers.) And the structure of the scenario almost demands that they go a-hunting the second convoy (they have little to no chance of intercepting HX.8). The BC’s accounted for 64 VP’s (2 DD sunk and most of the damage to my capital ships, plus 3 loaded merchants) but gave me back 104 VP, a net loss of 40. Had conditions allowed, they would have been far better off trying to avoid my convoy entirely and dashing to the open ocean, raiding other less-wary merchant routes and hoping to seek haven in Spanish ports if necessary.

I agree that this scenario nicely showed off the inefficiency of surface raiding.  The U-boats won the game despite the poor performance of the German surface fleet.
     The German light ship group was a minor distraction for most of the game, once I decided I would not try following it into range of his aircraft. I think, thanks to the number of ships, it could have given some of my smaller “watch” TF’s a great deal of trouble had it ventured forth into the Norwegian waters early on, before the twins became less of a threat also. And the light ships were one factor in the forms my reconstituted TF’s took (but not as large a factor as the U-Boat menace and the slim chance of running up against the wounded, but still dangerous, Scharnhorst. And in fact apparently my Dunquerque group narrowly missed catching “Salmon” on her homeward leg.)

Pat wisely did not take the boat.  However, it was not just air attacks.  I was also trying later in the game to draw him over the path of my last Type II U-boat

Scharnhorst missed the Dunkerque task force by only one zone in the North Sea.  It was very, very close. 
     But the light TF also contained some potentially “easy” VP’s if it ran into anything substantial, and Jim was probably better off keeping it in a relatively safe area.

The light task force really only has good odds against a British CL task force early in the scenario before the British can adjust his task forces to ensure they are strong enough to take on the German task force.  Afterwards, I feel it is too risky for it to do anything but create confusion and act as bait for air and sub attacks.
In any case, the contest was great fun, and I now know a lot more about the nuances of SWWAS operational scenarios. I’m ready for more!

Me too!!!  I thought the game did an outstanding job of recreating the situation at hand.  While subs seemed a little too effective against warships and DDs seemed a bit too vulnerable to primary guns, these minor flaws were not enough to undermine my suspension of disbelief.  I look forward to more.
