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Introduction

Wavre is one of the 4 games designed by Kevin Zucker which make up Napoleon's Last Battles (NLB), along with Ligny, La Belle Alliance and Quatre Bras. Each game can be played separately, as in this AAR, and the whole campaign can be recreated by combining the 4 maps and adding some rules, mainly about command and reorganization. I will not describe the game in detail, all you need to know is that a game turn is one hour of real time, hexes are about 500 meters across, and that units are mainly brigades and divisions. The CRT is very standard and not very bloody (Ar, Ae, Dr, De, Ex), except that ZOCs are deadly when you are surrounded. The game turn is quite standard too, i.e « I go – You go ». 

In Wavre, the victory conditions are based on the premise that Grouchy hears cannon firing from afar, from Waterloo, and that he hastens westwards to help Napoleon. Obviously, the Prussian army is going to try to do the same while blocking the way for the French. The French get 5 points for each strength point exiting the map to the west throughout the whole game, while the Prussians only get 1 point for each strength point doing the same, and only during game turn 4 or before, roughly speaking before mid-game. Moreover, each Prussian strength point still on the map at the end of the game will yield a point to the French player.

Bir-Hacheim commentary: In fact the French win if they exit the map before the Prussians or if they prevent them from rejoining the Waterloo battlefield, whereas the Prussians are obliged to exit as many units as possible if they want to stand a chance of winning.

The Prussians have 3 corps available, 2 of which have been seriously mauled (21 reduced units out of 27) under Ziethen and Pirch, and a 3rd in very good shape, under Thielmann, but that one is the farthest from where the action is and is almost half made up of Landwehr, i.e militia (6 units out of 14). Total : 106 strength points.

French troops are less numerous but in better shape, 5 units only are reduced out of 22. Total : 79 strength points. 

Bir-Hacheim commentary: for the French player, the problem is that his troops are widely scattered at game start. This forces a mad race to cross the river Dyle.

The strength ratio favours Blücher, but the victory conditions favour Grouchy. He needs to exit 4 or 5 units only to win, whatever the efforts of his opponent. The Prussian burden is to keep enough units on-map to prevent the French from exiting, and to get the rest off-map as soon as possible. But to prevent the French from exiting, it is necessary to reach them across heavily wooded terrain, with river crossings to boot, the main river being the Dyle which flows roughly along a north-south axis, and this river divides the battlefield into 2 zones with few connections between them. The Prussian’s only advantage is that his own exit hexes are (almost) within arm reach.

Bir-Hacheim commentary: Controlling the Dyle bridges is indeed the key to this game.

This AAR is about a 2nd attempt at this game, after a previous one I dropped (mea maxima culpa). It is again PBEM with the same opponent and nevertheless friend, Jean Luc, also known as Bir Hacheim, who beat me innumerable times on an equally unfathomable number of paper battlefields, with all these little bits of cardboard…

Bir-Hacheim commentary: the dice like me ;-)
I will play the Prussian side again, with (for once) a well-defined plan, which will be explained on game turn 1.  I wanted to call it the Dyle plan, but it appears that name was already copyrighted…

Turn 1, June 18th, noon to 13 :00

The main worry for the French is that this famous river, the Dyle, stands in the way, and it is impossible to cross almost everywhere. The only crossings are 3 bridges which are easy to reach, provided you don’t dawdle on the way. On the next picture, the « B » hexes indicate where these bridges are. The letter « C » indicates that south of this point the Dyle is fordable. And the letter « A » ? Well, the French must exit the map through this hex or north of it. In short, it is not going to be a piece of cake for anyone.

http://a.imageshack.us/img256/5936/wavre001cartevide.jpg
On the 2nd picture, the same things with the initial set-up. The units with white stripes are reduced.
http://a.imageshack.us/img718/4843/wavre002placementinitia.jpg
Bonus picture : the « bridges too near » (…too near the French cavalry, I mean)

http://a.imageshack.us/img265/4631/wavre003lesponts.jpg
The IInd French cavalry corps leads the way : Chastel’s cavalry brigade hurries to secure the northernmost passage, south of Limale. Strolz and Godet are 2 – 3 km behind. All the French troops are heading west (just a bit more to the south than in the previous game), brigades Laffitte and Penne from VIth doing the rearguard at Vieux Sart. The IVth corps is about 4 km to the south.

The Prussians have well perceived the importance of these 3 bridges : The 6th line and the Lutzow cavalry brigade try to push Chastel away, but, at odds of 1 to 2 (because of rivers and bridges), it is bound to fail. As a matter of fact, these  Prussians retreat to Limale. As for the rest, to make it simple, Blücher (a.k.a me) has decided to send about 20 units among the best to the south-west, in the hope of getting through and prevent the French from exiting the battlefield west of the Dyle, while the rest, on the other side of the Dyle, has the task to pester the French as much as possible. I know I have no chance at all to win by doing this, because none of my troops will exit either (but I will get my revenge in another way !).

Bir-Hacheim commentary: At this stage, obviously,  Grouchy (me) does not know this and thinks the Prussian will exit as many units as possible before GT4 to stand a chance of winning.

Below, 2 pictures at the end of turn 1.

http://a.imageshack.us/img255/4079/wavre004gt1finouest.jpg
http://a.imageshack.us/img843/3028/wavre005gt1finest.jpg
Turn 2, from 13:00 to 14:00

The French continue their general move westwards. The Strolz and Godet brigades replace Chastel to defend the bridges south of Limale. The rest of the French seem to be heading towards Ottignies and Mousty. 

The Prussians finish their initial move. East of the Dyle, a curtain of troops can be seen, more impressive than in reality (15 units reduced, out of 19), mainly from IInd corps (Pirch). They are ready to encircle the French stragglers (right… as if Grouchy is going to take his time!).

West of the Dyle, Ist and IIIrd corps are rushing due south. A joint attack (1 column shift when  infantry, cavalry and artillery take part in the same attack, something I will not forget anymore) succeeds in pushing Strolz and Godet away, and a precarious bridgehead is obtained, which blocks the northern passage across the Dyle. One point worthy of note is that on the Prussian side, the 3 corps are rather intermingled, in short a bunch of rebels impervious to discipline (which is, as everybody knows, the main strength of armies). The unofficial version is that command and control rules are not in use, so it is just as well and anybody can do what he bloody wants.

http://a.imageshack.us/img17/9015/wavre006gt2fin.jpg
Turn 3, from 14:00 to 15:00

The first units from French IIIrd corps cross the Dyle. Chastel’s division is a couple of steps  away from exiting the map, but I guess it will stay some more time… 

Soult, Strolz and Godet push back the 6th Line in a furious melee, and the Soult division shuts the bridges again -  no big deal, a Prussian ZOC is still exerted.

The Prussian backlash is a large concentrated attack on the Soult cavalry division, with lots of big guns. And it pays out (EX result)! Soult disappears from the battlefield, along with 28th and  6th Line on the Prussian side. 36th Line advances. 

East of the Dyle river, the Prussians are one turn behind the French, it is not very easy to catch up. Moreover an attempt to dislodge the Dufour brigade from the Warlonbroet woods fail.

http://a.imageshack.us/img534/6662/wavre007gt3finouest.jpg
(For those wondering: 12th Line is in hex 314)

Turn 4, from 15:00 to 16:00

For the French, the main task is to push the 36th Line back on its starting line. The Dupeyroux brigade lends a hand to Strolz and Godet, but their attack fails. The brave troopers of the 36th still hold the bridges (hex 0914).

Bir-Hacheim commentary: Well this is a big blunder (stronger word deleted) ! I lower the odds from 4 :1 to 3 :1 to avoid an EX result and I get the only result to be avoided : DR… A true beginner’s mistake which makes me lose control on that bridge for the rest of the game. That’s my main error throughout that game…
http://a.imageshack.us/img97/1982/wavre008gt4avantattaque.jpg
In red, the targets  of the French attacks.

On the other side, more to the west, the French repulse the Prussians to the north. Corsin (fearlessly) is in hot pursuit behind Treskow and the 12th Line in the direction of Profondsart, Maurin and Gengoult push Marwitz and the 24th Line, but they don’t follow. 

The Prussian forces react by doing their main effort to the west. 4 to 1 attacks eliminate 2 French  brigades, Corsin and Billiard (DE and EX), on the Prussian side the horsemen under Marwitz disappear from the battlefield. On the French left wing, only Chastel and his riders (outlined in white on the picture) remain to prevent the Prussians from locking the battlefield exit hexes

Elsewhere, the results are a mixed lot : the formidable artillery brigade Rohl (7 strength points !) reinforces the bridgehead held by the 36th Line, making it almost impregnable. But a heavy bombardment has no effect on Maurin and Gengoult. Lafitte and Dufour easily push back an attack in the Warlombroet woods. Lagarde and Penne yield a few hundred yards in the Biereaux woods, with the 26th Landsers in hot pursuit. Generally speaking, east of the Dyle, the Prussians would like to encircle the French or at least slow them down before they get to the bridges (highlighted in red).

http://a.imageshack.us/img833/3060/wavre009gt4fin.jpg
(Chastel is outlined in white).

Bir-Hacheim commentary: Now, Grouchy is aware that Blücher’s goal is not to join up with  Wellington at Waterloo but rather to prevent him from joining up with Napoleon. The strategy is understood but obviously the victory will be French ! Sacré Philippe, you will always surprise me ! ;-) Well, I will play according to that, but there is a lot of pressure on the French who are largely outnumbered west of the Dyle…
Turn 5, from 16:00 to 17:00

The French IVth corps, whose column was dragging behind, has eventually reached the Dyle near Mousty and Ottignies. The rearguard is made up of half a dozen units from IIIrd, IVth and VIth corps. Grouchy (er… Jean Luc) fills the hole caused by the demise of Billiard and Corsin by using a classic defence, occupying every other hex.

Lagarde and Penne push the 26th Line back, and Dogreau and Godet push Lottum back too, but Chastel has to retreat. Dogreau (circled in red on the picture) advances… somewhat recklessly ?

http://img535.imageshack.us/img535/4038/wavre010gt5fintourfrana.jpg
The Prussians try again to get through the French left wing defence. The main targets are Dogreau who is isolated and the Strolz / Dupeyroux stack. Dogreau is killed off in a lucky 4 to 1  attack (a sacrifice to the god of the dice is always a good idea) and the 27th Line takes its place. Lagarde and Penne have to retreat, the Prussian bridgehead widens. The hope of pushing the French with their back to the river rises… However some 5000 Kurmark militia are spectacularly ineffective and recoil in disorder in front of Maurin and Cothereaux.

http://img411.imageshack.us/img411/9994/wavre011gt5fintourpruss.jpg
Turn 6, from 17:00 to 18:00

First, some excuses for the pics. The colour settings on the camera were modified, and naturally, I noticed that too late… The French have acquired an almost panzergrey tinge, while the Prussians are almost US Olive Drab.

The French rearguard keeps on screening the Prussians spearheads east of the Dyle. The units accomplish this easily, and Desprez (outlined in white on the picture) is placed so as to prevent a Prussian south hook.

West of the Dyle, reinforcements arrive (outlined in blue) , but it seems more and more difficult to withstand the Prussian pushes and to exit westwards at the same time.

http://img687.imageshack.us/img687/8185/wavre012gt6fintourfrana.jpg
Obviously the Prussians are close on the heels of the French and no less than 6 attacks are launched.

On the extreme French left, Chastel and Maurin retreat in good order. Strolz and Dupeyroux retreat too, into  Ottignies (red arrow).  The attack which was supposed to destroy them was heavily supported by artillery (11 points – outlined in orange), but the French were on the reverse slope, behind a crest, so… no artillery support ! I complain to my opponent that Napoleonic warfare is not what it used to be. What is the world going to if the French start using British tactics ? Adding insult to injury, Godet and Gengoult manage to push back 22nd and 24th Line.

East of the Dyle, Desprez (outlined in green) manages to save his skin at 5 to 1 odds. What bravery (or is it luck with the dice ?) ! Penne and Lagarde withdraw, but Capitaine repulses his opponents, there is no way to reach the bridges ! Well, I must admit that the attackers were just a bunch of Landwehr troops in bad shape… 

All in all, this turn was not a very good one for the Prussian side. The main problem is that only 2 hours remain before the end of the battle !

http://img832.imageshack.us/img832/8176/wavre013gt6fintourpruss.jpg
Turn 7, from 18:00 to 19:00

The next hour will be bloody for both sides, but mostly (Oh joy) for the French…

Rome, Schoeffer and Capitaine cross the Dyle, and lots of troops move into the line to push the Prussians back. In the following firefights, the French temporarily restore the situation (French advances after combat in white). The 9th Line withdraws, with Penne in hot pursuit, therefore locking  6 enemy regiments. That’s some spare time ! Chastel and Maurin push the 27th Line back, Dufour runs after Lottum, prodding his back with bayonets, and Capitaine runs after 14th Line. But on the other hand, Desprez retreats, still locking the Prussian left wing. Toussaint withdraws too, and Lutzow’s horsemen  disappear while destroying Godet’s horse artillery.

http://img841.imageshack.us/img841/3759/wavre014gt7fintourfrana.jpg
(French advances in white)

The Prussians have gained some more breathing space, mostly in the east. Lagarde and Penne are in a bad situation, as well as Capitaine, Dufour and Gengoult. In fact the Prussians have lots of work ahead.

http://img716.imageshack.us/img716/7073/wavre015gt7finmvtspruss.jpg
(Prussian movements are done)

If Desprez withdraws in an orderly fashion against Schulenberg and 21st Line, Penne and  Lagarde are surrounded and destroyed, even if some Westphalian Landwehr pay a stiff price. The   Capitaine brigade disappears too, its place is taken by the 14th Line. Dufour is facing 6 to 1 odds, but manages to withdraw, like Chastel. They are followed by the 12th and 27th Line, respectively. The only French comfort : Gengoult holds and even gets the luxury of pushing the  Prussians back a bit. The evening approaches, but Grouchy’s situation gets shaky…

http://img525.imageshack.us/img525/8900/wavre016gt7fintourpruss.jpg
Turn 8, from 19:00 to 20:00

Grouchy tries to reorganise his lines and attempts some limited counterattacks. Desprez pushes the 21st Line but (wisely) stays in place. Dupeyroux and Strolz fail and retreat. South of Ottignies, a big rearguard (2 brigades and a half, and lots of guns) prevent the Prussians from crossing the Dyle right into the middle of the French forces… I have to admit the Prussians are getting well and truly worn out…

In the west, more luck: Chastel, Maurin, Dufour and Lafitte stabilise the front line, and Dufour even advances (probably to lock some enemy regiments, but this seems rather foolhardy to me…). Toussaint and Gengoult withdraw, but without consequences regarding the global  situation.

http://img529.imageshack.us/img529/9776/wavre017gt8fintourfrana.jpg
Desprez’s luck eventually fails him (Blücher: “At last ! Not a moment too soon!”), but it was a 5 to 1 affair, horsemen, guns, what could he do ? All things told, he managed to parry the Prussian left hook, the pincers will not close today…

Dufour also pays for his reckless advance… and this is the end of the fighting, the French have lost 500 meters only during this last hour.

http://img96.imageshack.us/img96/7889/wavre018gt8findepartie.jpg
Epilogue

No arguing there, this is a crushing French victory:

French Points:

92 for Prussian units still on the map + 16 for eliminated opponents = 108 points

Prussian points:

31 for as many strength points eliminated

Bir-Hacheim commentary: So what ! I just  played with an eye on the victory  conditions ! ;-) Anyway, with the French units scattered all over the place at the start of the battle, I had no real choice…

Bonus pic: the dead pile 

http://img202.imageshack.us/img202/7379/wavre019deadpile.jpg
As for me, I am quite happy with the result, I fulfilled my contract (see the beginning of the AAR). Each dead Prussian has cost the French almost twice as much, Grouchy will never reach  Mont Saint Jean, well… I won’t either, quite plainly…

So now, what is going to happen on the next day ? Either Nappy has properly crushed Wellington, and he can rush to Brussels while sending some troops to the rescue of Grouchy’s (hoping that some indeed remain to be rescued), or he chooses to let the Brits alone and turns against the green counters, as at Ligny… In this case, Blücher just has to retreat and wait for the Russians, because it will not be a piece of cake, alone against the Corsican ogre.

If Wellington managed a draw, or even better, well then the 100 days are as good as over…

The only solution in order to have the answer: play La Belle Alliance and Wavre at the same time, and include the next day (if there are any men left standing !). Even if I have a feeling that Zucker made it a trifle too easy for the French side, this game provides endless fun and is truly a classic, more than 30 years after its design.

Bir-Hacheim Commentary : I am available to play both games… In fact, Wavre is a fascinating scenario !
